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Montana s
Indians are
holding onto
to protect
A Special Report by the School of Journalism
The University of Montana
M ontana’s Indians are holding onto their past to protect their future
As t h e  icy A pr i l  w ind  blew  ac ro ss  th e  p la in s  of  t h e  F o r t  P e c k  R e s e rv a t io n  in  n o r t h e a s t  M o n ta n a ,  tw o  w h i te  m e n  
s tood  ha lf-frozen , a w a i t i n g  th e  s t a r t  o f  a  cu l­
tu r a l  ex p e d i t io n  t h r o u g h  a  l a n d  o f  id e a s  a n d  
peop le  n o t  t h e i r  own.
H o u r s  l a t e r  t h e  h e a t  o f  a  S ioux  s w e a t  lodge 
w a r m e d  t h e i r  ch il led  bod ies  a n d  m e l te d  th e  
jo u r n a l i s t i c  d i s p o s i t io n s  o f  a n  e x -S o u th e rn  
B a p t i s t  a n d  a  s m a l l - to w n  r a n c h  boy. T h e  tw o 
fo u n d  t h e m s e lv e s  e x p e r ie n c in g  t h e  s w e a t  lodge 
a s  in q u is i t iv e  in d iv id u a l s  r a t h e r  t h a n  i n t r u ­
s iv e  j o u r n a l i s t s  a t t e m p t i n g  to  reco rd  a  sa c re d  
cerem ony.
T h e se  tw o  j o u r n a l i s t s  a n d  14 o th e r s  from 
th e  U n iv e rs i ty  o f  M o n ta n a  took  th e  o p p o r tu n i ­
ty  to  im m e r s e  th e m s e lv e s  in  a  c u l tu r e  a n d  a  
people  n o t  e a s i ly  u n d e r s to o d  a n d  o f ten  m is in ­
t e r p r e t e d  a n d  m is r e p r e s e n te d .  T h e y  covered  
s to r ie s  n o t  on ly  o f  M o n ta n a ’s I n d ia n  t r ib e s ,  b u t  
of  in d iv id u a l s  s e a r c h in g  for a  c u l tu r a l  en g in e  
to  le a d  t h e m  in to  t h e  2 1 s t  cen tu ry .  By i n t e r ­
v iew ing ,  e x p e r ie n c in g ,  a n d  m o s t  o f  a ll ,  l i s t e n ­
in g  to  M o n t a n a ’s In d ia n s ,  t h e  fo llow ing s to r ie s  
em e rg e d .
B uffa lo  B i rd  W o m a n  te l l s  t a l e s  o f  t h e  frog in  
t h e  m oon , o f  t h e  c r e a t io n  o f  th e  E a r t h  a n d  
o th e r  s to r ie s  t h a t  c a m e  befo re  sc ien tif ic  e x p la ­
n a t io n s  e x is ted .  B uffa lo  B i rd  W o m a n  is 
J e a n n e  Eder ,  a  p e r p e t u a t o r  o f  t h e  s to ry te l l in g  
t r a d i t i o n  i n h e r e n t  to  a ll  t r ib e s .
D e s p i te  t h e  m a n y  c h a n g e s  o c c u r r in g  a m o n g  
M o n t a n a ’s t r ib e s ,  t h e  a r t  o f  a r r o w  t h r o w in g  is 
a  p ra c t ic e  t h a t  th r iv e s  a s  a  C ro w  t r a d i t io n .
I t ’s a  c u s to m  d e p e n d e n t  on  g e n e r a t io n a l  t ie s  
a n d  th e  i d e n t i ty  o f  t h e  a r r o w  a n d  i t s  th ro w e r .
M a n y  o f  M o n ta n a ’s I n d i a n s  b o th  o n  a n d  off 
t h e  r e s e r v a t io n  f in d  t h e m s e lv e s  w a lk in g  a  l ine  
b e tw e e n  b e in g  w h i te  a n d  b e in g  I n d ia n .  T h e y  
a r e  I n d i a n  a d o le s c e n ts  l iv in g  in  a  w h i te  e n v i ­
r o n m e n t ,  b u t  b e in g  ra i s e d  in  a n  I n d ia n  cu l­
t u r e  I t ’s  p  l ine  so m e  t e e n a g e r s  a t  F o r t  P eck  
a r e  a lw a y s  forced to  w a lk  w i th o u t  k n o w in g  
w h e re  i t  leads .
A n g ie  G one  w a lk s  t h i s  l in e  a t  h e r  h o m e  in 
F o r t  B e lk n a p ,  a  h o m e  s h e  w a s  k e p t  a w a y  from  
a s  a  g ir l  b u t  forced b a c k  to  a s  a  w o m a n .  S h e  
l iv e s  a m o n g  t h e  sk ep t ic s ,  t h e  o p t im is t s  a n d  
th e  l in e -w a lk e r s ,  t r y in g  to  f ind  c e r t a in ty  i n  th e  
f u tu r e  a n d  w i th in  h e rse lf .
P e r h a p s  i t  is  t h i s  u n c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  l e a d s  to  a 
y e a r n in g ,  a n d  t h i s  y e a r n i n g  t h a t  l e a d s  to  a  
c u l tu r e  c la s s  on  th e  F l a t h e a d  R e se rv a t io n .
A q u e s t  for k n o w le d g e  a lm o s t  20 y e a r s  ago 
b r o u g h t  t h r e e  g i r l s  to  J o h n n y  A rlee ,  a  c u l tu r a l  
te a c h e r ,  a n d  s p a r k e d  h is  a n d  t h e i r  s e a rc h  in to
a  r e n e w a l  o f  t r a d i t i o n s  a n d  t h e  s ig n if ican ce  o f  
th e  b i t t e r r o o t  p la n t ,  a  s t a p le  o f  S a l i s h  c u l tu re .  
T oday  A r le e ,  w i th  t h e  h e lp  o f  o n e  o f  th o s e  g ir ls ,  
now  g ro w n  to  a d u l th o o d ,  t e a c h e s  a  c u l tu r e  
c la ss  on t h e  F l a t h e a d  R e s e rv a t io n .
J u s t  a c ro s s  t h e  R ocky  M o u n ta in s  of  
M o n ta n a ,  th e  B la c k fe e t  l a n g u a g e  is  a s  sca rce  
a s  t h e  b i t t e r r o o t  p la n t .  B u t  so m e  p a r e n t s  
h a v e  s u b m e r g e d  t h e i r  c h i ld re n  in  a  c u l tu r a l  
g re e n h o u s e ,  w h e re  E n g l i s h  is  d is c o u ra g e d ,  an  
i ro n ic  t w i s t  on  a  ta c t ic  th e  w h i te s  once  forced 
u p o n  th e  I n d ia n s .  T h e  w h i te  h o a r d in g  schools  
o f  t h e  1 9 th  c e n tu r y  fo rb ad e  t h e  u s e  o f  a n y  
n a t iv e  to n g u e .  Today, th e  l a n g u a g e  re s t r i c t io n  
is u s e d  to  e n s u r e  a  w a y  o f  life r a t h e r  t h a n  i t s  
e ra d ic a t io n .
As t h e  j o u r n a l i s t s  on  th e  p la in s  o f  n o r t h ­e r n  M o n ta n a  a w a i t  t h e i r  jo u r n e y  in to  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  o f  t h e  S ioux  s w e a t  
lodge, M o n t a n a ’s  I n d i a n s  face  t h e  u n c e r t a in ty  
o f  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  id en t i ty .  A n d  so, l ike  o th e r s  
befo re  t h e m ,  t h e y  look to  t h e  p a s t  fo r  g u id a n c e  
in to  t h e  f u tu r e  —  a s  t h e  c irc les  o f  c u l tu r e  
co n t in u e .
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E d i to r s  fo r  w r i t in g  a n d  c o p y  e d i t in g :
S c h o o l  o f  J o u rn a l i s m  F a c u l ty
E d i to r  fo r  p h o t o g r a p h y  a n d  d es ig n :
P a t ty  R e k s te n ,  D an  M c C o m b
D es ig n  Team :
J u s t in  G r ig g ,  Ben R o m a n s ,  A d am  C r e a g a n ,  G o r d o n  T erpe
W r i te r s :
Je n n i f e r  M cK ee ,  J e n n i f e r  B ro w n , M a t t  O c h s n e r ,  C a ra  G r i l l ,  N in a  
K jo n ig se n ,  N e o m i Van H o r n ,  E ld e n a  B ear  D o n ’t W a lk
P h o to g r a p h e r s :
L ogan  C a s to r ,  K a th e r in e  H e a d ,  J o rd a n  L a R u e ,  Terr i  L o n g  Fox, 
C a ra  G r i l l ,  L em uel P r ice ,  D a v id  S te e le ,  T c r rv  S te l la
This is th e  6th specia l report by the University of M ontana School of Journalism  on is su e s  tha t affect Native A m ericans who reside within M ontana’s  borders. This honors c lass
w as  taugh t by Journalism  professors Carol Ann B asse tt and Patty R eksten .
Production support for this project was provided by the University of Montana Diversity Advisory Council and the John S. and Jam es L. Knight Foundation.
Cover photo: B arney Old Coyote holds arrows used  in the Crow arrow game, a 
competition that h a s long been a Crow Tribe tradition. Photo by  Jordan La Rue.
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M o n ta n a ’s
In d ia n s
W hen the Blackfeet people were placed on a reservation in 
northern M ontana nearly a century ago, their language 
began to disappear. Today, children in a one-room 
schoolhouse are trying to revive it.
A  lesson in language
W rittenby NEOMI VAN H O R N  Photographed by LOGAN CASTOR
Moriah Kipp. 
Bohbi Jo  Upham. 
and  Katelyn  
Harrison ivarm  
them selves in the 
morning sun. The 
schoolhouse is lit 
m ostly by natural 
light and  heated  
primarily with  
solar energy.
They came with little more than  their blankets to a dry, windswept field lined with drab stucco huts. Banished from the tribe by the U.S. Government nearly a century ago and isolated from the plains, the elders of the Blackfeet 
Reservation began to forget. Gone were their tipis and horses. Gone, too, were the 
buffalo. In time, even the language itself became so fragmented it began to dissolve. 
With the language went the heart of a culture, and soon, even the memories seemed 
to blow away with the wind.
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The one-room  
schoolhouse  
h a s no fe n c e  or 
playground  fo r  
the children 
an d  is located  
in a  neighbor­
hood som e sa y  
is th e  w orst in  
B rowning.
There are p lans  
to landscape  
the  school 
grounds w ith  
indigenous  
p lan ts.
Today on the  sam e lonely field where the  
Blackfeet elders died, 15 children are  reversing 
th e  cycle of sham e by reviving the  language of 
th e ir  ancestors.
Moccasin F la t  School, a Blackfoot immersion 
school still in  its  infancy, is the  first of its  k ind  
in  Browning.
Inside a  new, tawny-colored building, sym ­
bolically modeled after  the  stucco h u ts  w here 
th e ir  g rea t-g randparen ts  lived ou t th e ir  final 
days, children in  Disney clothes a n d  high-top 
sneakers  a re  learn ing  the  warm , staccato 
tongue th a t ,  not so long ago, seemed doomed to 
fade away.
Beyond the  Moccasin F la t  School, the  
orange, graffiti-splattered walls of the  neighbor­
ing housing  projects s tand  o u t amid the  dreary  
cookie-cutter sam eness  of government-issue 
homes.
The school is in  the  poorest section of 
Browning, a “miserable  ru ra l s lum ” by one his­
to r ian ’s s tandards ,  and  one o f  th e  four poorest 
towns in  the  United  States.
Scruffy dogs roam the  dir t  streets , ru t t in g  
th rough  the  garbage scattered  in  abundance by 
th e  unforgiving Browning winds.
The school’s founders chose th is  plot of land 
on purpose, with the  in ten t of creating  a  haven 
of lea rn ing  in  one of the  m ost desolate neigh­
borhoods in the  state.
At Moccasin Flat, special care is taken  to 
teach th e  children about the  ancestors who died 
here.
Each child’s picture hangs on the  wall above 
a  caption nam ing  the ir  parents , g randparen ts  
and  g rea t-g randparen ts  in Blackfeet.
U ndernea th  a  sign reading “Mii n a t  t s a  pi 
poy yit anno iitais ksi ni m a t’ts  toh kio’p,” or 
“P lease do not speak English in the  school,” 
each child’s Ind ian  nam e labels one of the  blond 
wood lockers where they han g  the ir  coats each 
morning.
The school’s credo is simple. Show a  positive 
image of being Blackfeet and instill the  chil­
dren  w ith  a sense of self, heritage  and pride in 
the ir  ancestors.
“We’re not tan n in g  hides or living in tipis,” 
founder Darrell Kipp says of the  school’s 
impact. “W hat really happens  is the  language 
s t ren g th en s  the ir  self-awareness and th e ir  self- 
concepts in th e ir  formative years. We p resen t  a 
very positive picture of being an  Indian here .”
Indeed, the  children of Moccasin F la t  School 
have  a  confidence th a t  eludes m any  of the s tu ­
dents  of th e  Browning public schools, where 65 
percent of high-schoolers never complete the  
10th grade.
Even the t in iest  mem ber of the  class, a  3- 
year-old in a pink Mickey Mouse sw eatsu it  and 
m a tch ing  pink bows in  her  long d a rk  hair, bold­
ly approaches a  visitor.
“W hat’s your name?” she asks.
The s t ran g e r  replies.
“No, your real n am e  ...what’s  your Indian 
name?” she insists.
Kipp strives to celebrate the  cu ltu re  of his 
s tudents ,  to rep a ir  the  dam age of w h a t  he  sees 
as  years of “insti tu tional rac ism ” in the public 
schools.
“One of the  horrific shortcomings of public 
schools is the  absence of any th ing  Ind ian  in 
them  except th e  bodies of th e  children,” he 
says. “R a th e r  th a n  producing s tudents ,  they  are 
actually dam aging  the  people who a t ten d  their  
schools.”
S tudies of language im m ersion schools prove 
th a t  these  children will grow up with more 
th a n  bilingual skills. They will score high on 
reading  comprehension and  language skills 
tests , as well a s  acquire a  pride in th e ir  cu ltu r­
al identity, a  quality  m any  of th e ir  p a ren ts  say 
is lacking in the  public schools of Browning.
In the  sunny  newness of Moccasin Flat, not 
only s tudents ,  b u t  paren ts ,  teachers  and adm in­
is tra to rs  are  rek indling  the  dignity th a t  was 
extinguished years  ago w hen the  first Blackfeet 
children were carted  away to boarding schools 
and  punished for speaking  the  language of the ir  
tribe.
The children and  g randchildren  of the  board­
ing school generation  may never have felt the  
s ting  of a m issionary’s ruler, b u t  the  invisible 
scars are  still evident.
Today, the pa ren ts  of th e  Moccasin F la t  
schoolchildren rem em ber the  painful legacy of 
th e ir  g randparen ts .  M any of them  know only a
few words of Blackfeet, and  they feel the  regre t  
of losing th a t  tie with  the ir  heritage.
At a p a re n ts ’ m eeting one April morning, 
several Moccasin F la t  m others  s i t  a round  an  
oval oak tab le  in  the  kitchen of the one-room 
schoolhouse.
Helen Horn w an ts  her  son Keith to  grow up 
without knowing the  f rus tra tion  she feels when 
she tr ies  to converse w ith  tribal elders in h e r  
ha l t ing  Blackfeet. With only her  income a s  an  
adm in is tra t ive  a s s is ta n t  a t  the  Blackfeet 
Com m unity  College to  support a family of 
seven, sending  5-year-old Keith to private  
school is a  challenge, b u t  a  sacrifice she is will­
ing to m ake for the fu tu re  of the  reservation.
“Som etim e down the  road these  k ids  are  
going to be leaders in the  community,” she  says. 
“I believe th a t  they won’t  have th a t  s truggle  
th a t  I w ent th rough  because I d idn 't  know 
Indian. T hey’ll have a  deeper u nd ers tan d in g  
th a n  even we do.”
The pain  of not knowing w h a t  it  m ean s  to be 
Indian  prom pted m any of the  m others  to re tu rn  
to the  reservation to ra ise  th e ir  children.
“I’ll never ra ise  my kids anyw here  else,” says 
L aureena  Ollinger, a petite, curly-haired young 
m other  who recalls the  pain  of being a  “reloca­
tion Ind ian” raised  off the  reservation of her 
ancestors.
“All my life I did really well in school and 
sports, b u t  I still was pre tty  em pty inside."
W hen she w en t away to college, she worried 
so much about being as  good as  h e r  w hite  peers 
th a t  her  h a i r  fell out in clumps and  a  bald spot 
appeared  on the  top of h e r  head.
M o n ta n a ’s
In d ia n s
P J I H K S O
m m m n a a n i s om t m
Isspitaaki LaFromboise dem onstra tes to her c lass how  sh e  can count up  to 20  in Blackfeet.
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S o m e tim e  down the 
road these kids are going 
to be leaders in the com­
munity. I believe th a t 
they won’t have th a t 
struggle th a t I went 
through because I d id n ’t  
b lo w  Indian. T h ey’ll 
have a deeper under­
standing than even we 
do.
Helen Horn 
m other
• u  , j  . k  rn ' r  r
Only \# i e n s h e  s ta r ted  tak ing  N dtive American histo­
ry courses did she learn  more about h e r  iden tity  and  her  
heritage.
She w an ts  her  children to avoid the  anguish  of igno­
rance.
“A lot of u s  d idn 't  find ourselves ‘til our 20s. We w ant 
to save t h a t  little pain from ou r  children,” she says.
Susan  Reevis-Webber knew when h e r  son Ian  w as  a 
baby th a t  h e  was destined to carry on the  tr iba l la n ­
guage.
Learning Blackfeet, she says, will give him an ad v an ­
tage she never had.
“He’ll be ju s t  one s tep  fu r the r  th an  me towards really 
being a practicing Blackfeet Indian. He will never have 
to search to be th a t  m arginal man. H e will a lways be an  
Indian  walking in  a  different world. Never a  m arg inal 
m an  w alk ing  in two worlds.”
The seeds of necessity for the  Moccasin F la t  Language 
School were p lanted  in the  last  decades of the 19th cen­
tury, with  the  General Allotment Act of 1887. Also known 
as  the  Dawes Act, it  w as designed to give individual 
Indians a  plot of land, b u t  was really a veiled a t te m p t  to 
eradicate  tr ibalism  and  fulfill the  U. S. governm ent’s 
goal of assim ilating  the Ind ians into white culture.
An aggressive recru itm ent campaign for boarding 
schools run  by Catholic and  P ro tes tan t  missionaries 
began soon after.
P a ren ts  had  little power to stop the ir  children from 
being tak en  to d is tan t  schools where missionaries cut 
the ir  hair, pu t them in white people’s clothing and 
ta u g h t  them  the  “civilized” ways of modern society: 
sewing, cooking, and reading, speaking and writing 
English.
Indian  agen ts  withheld government assistance from 
p a ren ts  who protested the ir  children’s enrollment in the 
schools.
Successful assimilation depended on the  isolation of 
the  children from th e ir  tr ibal customs and influences. In 
the  1890s the  commissioner of Indian affairs said, “To 
civilize...is to  educate, and  to educate m eans  break ing  up 
of tr ibal customs, m anners ,  and barbarous usages, and 
the  assum ption  of the manners, usages, and customs of 
the  superior  race with whom they are  thereaf ter  to be 
throw n into contact.”
The missionaries tr ied  openly to erase the  cultural 
identity of the  children, especially the  language.
Blackfeet was forbidden in the  schools. Children were 
punished for speaking  the ir  native tongue.
F u tu re  genera tions would learn  to associate their  lan­
guage with sham e a n d  punishm ent. Their parents 
passed on a painful legacy th a t  secured the slow death  of 
a language. The m issionary  school generation th a t  could 
u n d ers tand  bu t not speak the  words of the ir  paren ts  pro­
duced a generation  incapable of either. Today, there  are 
few native Blackfeet speakers  younger th an  60 on the 
reservation.
Darrell Kipp founded the  Piegan Insti tu te  in 1985 
with the goal of removing the  stigm a of sham e instilled 
by boarding schools. The Moccasin F la t and C uts  Wood 
Schools are  ju s t  one project the  Ins t i tu te  is pursuing in 
an  effort to keep the  Blackfeet language alive.
“They kept the  language from us in an  act of love and 
as an act of love, we can reconcile th a t ,” Kipp says.
Construction began in 1994 on the two language- 
immersion schools w ith  th e  support of community, pri­
vate and corporate funds, including a  matching g ran t  of 
$100,000 from actress J a n e  Fonda.
Moccasin F la t  had a building, an  organized philoso­
phy and w ritten  goals when i t  opened, b u t  no curricu­
lum.
Teachers for the school were also a  tough find.
Kipp eventually  had  to hire mem bers of the  Bloods, a 
Canadian  branch of the Blackfeet, because the re  were no 
young, native speakers  left on the reservation who were 
fluent enough to teach.
Head teacher  Lena Little Leaf, a  Blood, has had  to 
create a  language curriculum almost from scratch, 
including binders of work sheets, word illustrations, 
tapes, flash cards and  lam inated  story books.
Sometimes, she even has to c reate  new words.
Today, Little Leaf is busy recording vocabulary tapes 
for her s tuden ts  to take  home to  the ir  parents.
She has  ju s t  re tu rned  from a  visit with tribal elder 
Francis Po tts  to come up with a  word for “bears  in 
spring.” Because Blackfeet is an  old language, Little 
Leaf m ust m ake up words for h e r  s tuden ts  to use for 
m odem  toys and  exotic an im als  like giraffe and hip- 
popatamus.
K I1PO
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Darrell Kipp, 
fo u n d e r  o f  the  
Moccasin Flats 
School, is now  
in opening a  
new  school fo r  
older children  
called the Cuts 
Wood School.
Little L eaf  s i ts  in th e  school’s kitchen, su rround­
ed by the  books, work sheets  and  tapes  she has 
helped create. “All th is  h a s  boosted me up .”
She  picks up  a  heavy b inder  stuffed with lan ­
guage work sheets. “Looking a t  all the  th ings I ’ve 
pu t together on my own without any help from a n y ­
body, th a t ’s helped my self-esteem.”
She  gazes thoughtfully  a t  a  sign in English  post­
ed to a bulle tin  board th a t  reads, “W ithout our la n ­
guage, we will cease to exist a s  a  sepa ra te  people.”
Little Leaf  w as  4 when h e r  m other died. When 
she w as 5, governm ent agents took h e r  from her  
g ran d m o th er’s home to St. P au l’s Residential 
School, where she lived for nine years.
I t  was in  the  “dog-eat-dog” world of boarding 
school th a t  L ittle  Leaf first s ta r ted  wishing she 
were white.
By jun io r  high, L ittle Leaf was conditioned 
aga ins t  speaking  her  language. She rem em bers the 
hum ilia tion  of the  fights and the  insults; “squaw ” 
and “dirty  Indian ,” and  the  feeling t h a t  she would 
never be a s  good as the  kids w ith  white skin.
She rejected th e  traditionalism  of her  family, 
m arr ied  a t  17 and  pu rsued  a life in the  corporate 
world of Calgary. She rare ly  spoke Blackfeet. “I 
lived as  a white  person, ta lked as  a  white  person,” 
she recalls.
“I rem em ber feeling inferior to white people.
I’ve always felt inferior to white  people, un ti l  now, 
when I’ve gotten  back into the  language.”
Little Leaf fell into teaching Blackfeet by acci­
dent, b u t  she will never forget the  im pact it  has  had 
on h e r  life, self-esteem and  image of he rse lf  as  an  
Indian.
“I ’ve really gained my self-respect,” she says, 
th en  purses  h e r  lips and  nods thoughtfully. “My 
self-respect h a s  gone back up. I’m a  b e t te r  person. I 
respect my language, I respect my culture, w hereas  
before I didn’t. I lost t h a t  respect ... I have  Darrell 
to th a n k .”
For Kipp, the  school is p a r t  of a personal mission 
to give hope to  the  people of Browning. Already, the  
local H ead  S ta r t  program has  in itia ted  an  im m er­
sion language program, following the  lead of Kipp 
and Still Smoking’s schools.
At the  P iegan  In s t i tu te  in  downtown Browning, 
Kipp s tan d s  am id  an  obstacle course of  blue plastic 
buckets, placed s trategically  to catch the  drips from 
the ceiling of the aging a p a r tm e n t  complex.
Rosela M any Bears, prepares the m onthly calendar. Every f ir s t  o f  the m onth is the p lanning d a y  fo r  the teachers 
a n d  parents.
He mentions how glad he  is about moving the  
ins ti tu te  into offices a t  the  new  C uts  Wood School 
building.
He ta lks  excitedly about the  new  building, which 
will accommodate m any  of the  s tu d en ts  on a w ait­
ing  list th a t  num bered  more th a n  150.
“O ur goal is to produce 1,000 speakers  in 10 
years ,” he  says.
Kipp glances ou t the  window a t  a  group of idle 
m en s tand ing  in  an  abandoned lot across the street.
“Those people s tand ing  on th e  street,  some of 
them  a re  my relations,” h e  says.
Kipp sees his school as  an  an tido te  to the  apa thy  
alchoholism and  poverty t h a t  p lague the  people of 
h is  hometown.
“W here do we stop it? We stop i t  r ig h t  h ere  is 
schools like this. We produce these  children w ith 
such an  enormous sense of them selves t h a t  they 
would never...denigrate them selves in  t h a t  way.”
He motions outside w here  some of the  m en s tand  
s ta r ing  blankly, tak ing  occasional swigs from bottles
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in  paper  sacks.
“We’re try ing  to sober up  those people over the re  
20 years  before they fall asleep,” he  says.
M o n ta n a ’s
In d ia n s
The many faces of
the storyteller
W ritten by NINA KJ0NIGSEN Photographed by KATHERINE HEAD
7  tell th e  sto ries  k ind  o j  like m y g ra n d m o th ers  told m e ,' s a y s  Jeanne  Eder.
U T  w as born three w in ters  a fte r  th a t sm a llp o x  
m cam e on our people. And. in  the  w ay it was
- f .  in  those d ays, w hen  a c h ild  w as born they  
w aited  10 d a ys  a n d  then  th ey  in v ite d  an  o ld  m an  
to come to p ray  fo r  us. So th is  o ld  m an , he cam e  
a n d  we fed  h im . H e a te  a n d  he p ra yed  to h is  m e d ­
icine th a t I  w ou ld  be a good  person, a n d  th a t I  
w ould  not gossip  a n d  th a t I  w ou ld  be good to a ll 
m y fa m ily . So  m y  f ir s t  n a m e w as Good Luck. B u t 
I  w as sick  as a c h ild  a n d  so m y fa th e r  seem ed to 
th in k  th a t the sp ir its  d id n ’t know  th a t ch ild  ha d  
been there. So  m y  fa ther, he p ra yed  to h is  m e d i­
cine a n d  it w as th a t  little  b ird  th a t flie s  a round  
the bu ffa lo  a n d  w a rn s th a t bu ffa lo  o f  danger, 
p icks  bugs o f f  its  coat. A n d  so he n a m ed  me 
Waheenee  —  B u ffa lo  B ird  W oman. A n d  i t ’s  been a 
good nam e, because I  lived  to be an  o ld  w o m a n .”
—  Waheenee
J e a n n e  E d e r  h a s  t ran s fo rm ed  h e rse l f  into  
W aheenee  — Buffalo Bird Woman. You can tell 
by the  long sk ir t ,  th e  fr inged  shaw l, and  a bell- 
lined be lt  t h a t  j in g le s  a s  she  moves. T he  stories  
come slowly a t  f i rs t ,  ro ll ing  off h e r  tongue like 
smoke. Som etim es  sh e  w hispers ,  forcing the  
audience  to  lean  in to  h e r  words. H e r  h an d s  
sw eep th ro u g h  th e  a i r  to  invoke the  c re a tu re s  of 
h e r  s tories, from th e  g re a t  buffalo to  th e  t iny  
toad. T he  pitch r ises  th e n  falls. H er  d a rk  eyes 
su d den ly  narrow. She stoops like an  old g ra n d ­
m other, th en  r ises  a s  th e  s to r ie s  come to life.
“We tell our stories w hen  there is snow  on the  
g ro u n d  so th a t the  sp ir its  o f  the a n im a ls  w on’t be 
offended  [w hen J we ta lk  a bou t them . M any  o f  our 
stories ha ve  m ea n in g s th a t w e see in  na ture. We 
believe th a t nature, M other E a rth , she is a 
w om an w ho teaches us m a n y  th ings. So  w hen  we
te ll our stories, we believe th a t the w om an  is very 
pow erfu l. ”
— Waheenee
E d er  is one of a  h an d fu l  of N a tive  A m erican  
women who trave l  a ro u n d  p a r ts  o f  the  country  
te l l in g  the  s to ries  of those  who have  come before. 
She  is A ssiniboine w ith  roots  on the  F o r t  Peck 
R eservation  in  n o r th e a s te rn  M on tana .  In ad d i­
tion  to Buffalo Bird W oman, she  p o r tray s  the  
Shoshone In d ian  Sacajew ea, who led Lewis and  
C la rk  across the  n o r th e rn  p la in s  w ith  a  baby 
s t rap p ed  to h e r  back. H e r  th i rd  c h a ra c te r  is Red 
B ird  (Z itka la ’sa), a  fiery L ako ta  ac tiv is t  and 
w r i te r  in  th e  1920s.
E der  began  h e r  t a s k  w hen she  rea lized  few 
people w ere keep ing  alive th e  In d ia n  s tories th a t  
h a d  been  han d ed  down th ro u g h  genera t ions .  She 
s t a r t e d  h e r  work in  e a r n e s t  in  1979, w hen  h e r  
d a u g h te r  w as 9 y ea rs  old. “I th o u g h t  i t  was 
im p o r ta n t  for h e r  to  have  N a tive  A m erican  s to ­
r ies ,” says  Eder. “W hen I s t a r t e d  te l l in g  them  
myself, they  s ta r te d  becom ing m ore  alive."
Those w ho’ve never  m et E d e r  a re  su rp r ised  
w hen  th e  s to ry te l l ing  en d s  a n d  W aheenee  leaves 
the  room a n d  a  seem ingly  m uch  y o unger  woman 
re tu rn s  to th e  s tage. O u t  o f  cha rac te r ,  h e r  black 
h a i r  han g in g  loose below h e r  shou lde rs ,  and 
dressed  now in  s lacks and  a  blouse, E der  
an sw e rs  q ues t ions  a n d  exp la ins  why she  chooses 
th e  women she  portrays.
The Ind ian  w om an h a s  been largely  ignored in 
h is to ry  and  l i te ra tu re ,  she  says. Yet, in N ative 
A m erican  cu ltu re ,  th e  women w ere  s t ro n g  and 
h igh ly  respected . U nlike  in  the  w hite  world, E der  
says ,  th e se  women a re  not th o u g h t  of  a s  ac tiv is ts  
o r  fem inists .  “I k ind  of  lost touch w ith  w h a t  fem i­
n ism  m e a n t  anym ore ,” she  says. “I th in k  th a t  
In d ia n  w om en w ere probably  th e  orig inal fem i­
n is ts ,  and  I ce r ta in ly  don’t  see th a t  a s  m ale  b a s h ­
ing, b u t  I guess  w ork ing  w ith  men on th e  sam e  
level. I guess  I th in k  th a t  N ative  A m erican  
women moved w ay beyond fem inism , a n d  w hite  
fem in is ts ,  a  long t im e  ago.”
" I f  you  look a t na ture, w om an is everywhere. 
H er stories center on num bers. T h a t n u m b er fo u r  
is sacred because o f  the  fo u r  d irections ... bu t the  
num ber seven is  a sacred num ber, too, because  
you  also have S k y  F a ther and. E a rth  Mother.
T h a t’s six. B u t yourse lf, you  are the  center o f  th a t 
universe  — y o u r  own un iverse  —  a n d  so seven  
fours is 28, w hich  is a  m oon cycle. A n d  m y  people, 
the H id a tsa  people, p la n te d  ga rd en s a n d  w ould  
a lw ays p la n t by th a t m oon cycle. A n d  we w ould  
a lw ays harvest by th a t  m oon cycle, a n d  th a t m oon  
cycle is the  sam e as a  w o m a n ’s  cycle. So  w om en  
have grea t pow er.”
—  Waheenee
To embody W aheenee, E d e r  sp e n t  long hours  
re sea rch in g  h e r  cha rac te r ,  m ostly  from th e  field 
no tes  of an th ropo log is t  G ilbe r t  Wilson, who from 
1902 to 1912 lived w ith  a n d  wrote about 
W aheenee, a m e m b e r  of th e  H id a tsa  tribe.
Fearfu l  of no t p o r tray in g  W aheenee  accurately, 
E d e r  sp e n t  t im e  w ith  W aheenee’s g ran d so n s  and 
te s ted  o u t  th e  role of  th e i r  g ra n d m o th e r  on them  
before ever  facing an  audience . At th e  “p rem ie re ,” 
the g ran d so n s  reac ted  w ith  silence, which is one 
way of show ing  approva l in  th e  In d ian  world.
“A m o n g  m y people, w hen  a ch ild  is  born, th a t  
ch ild  belongs to the  c lan  o f  the mother. I  belong to 
the P ra irie  C hicken C lan. A n d  the w om an, she  
b u ild s  the earth  lodge ... A n d  so she ow ns th a t  
lodge, a n d  th a t m an , i f  he is no t a good  provider, 
i f  he does not take  care o f  h is w ife, she  can  pack
0  ircles of
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a ll o f  h is  th ings, a n d  he better no t come back in! 
So  the  w om an  is very pow erfu l a m ong  m y  people, 
the H id a tsa . ”
—  Waheenee
As S aca jaw ea, E d e r  is equally  strong . Born 
into a t r ib e  of N o r th e rn  Shoshone in  Id ah o ’s 
L em hi Valley, Saca jew ea  w as k id n ap p ed  by a 
p a r ty  of H id a ts a s  a n d  ta k e n  to  th e  G re a t  P la ins .  
Once th e re ,  she  w as bough t or  won by T oussa in t  
C h a rb o n n e a u ,  an  ag ing  fu r  t r a d e r  who l a te r  took 
h e r  for h is  wife. W hen she w as  16 y e a rs  old, she 
jo ined  th e  Lewis a n d  C la rk  expedition , lead in g  
the  exp lo re rs  across some of th e  m o s t  rugged  t e r ­
ra in  on th e  continent.
E d e r  h a d  in it ia lly  decided no t to  play 
Saca jaw ea, b u t  w ith  th e  b icen tenn ia l  of th e  expe­
dition  ap p ro ach in g  in 2003, E d e r  felt she  h a d  to 
tell h e r  s to ry  a n d  do h e r  justice .  S h e  fears  the  
Hollywood effect on N ative  A m erican  women, as 
with  P ocahon tas ,  who, w ith  long flowing h a i r  and 
cu rv ing  torso, w as  po rtrayed  in  an im a t io n  on the  
big sc reen  two y e a rs  ago. Laugh ing , E d e r  asks ,  
“W h a t  w as  t h a t  Disney crap, anyw ay?”
E d e r ’s favorite  c h a ra c te r  is  probably 
Z i tk a la ’sa , a  s t ro n g  ac tiv is t  o f  th e  L a k o ta  in  the  
1920s. T aken  by Q u a k e r  m iss ionar ie s  to schools 
in  th e  E a s t ,  Z itk a la ’sa  becam e a  w r i te r  a n d  po lit­
ical ac t iv is t ,  re ac t in g  to  w h a t  she  saw  h ap p en in g  
to  h e r  people. T h ro u g h  h e r  w r i t in g  and  activism, 
she  p u sh e d  for e n a c tm e n t  of th e  In d ian  
C it izensh ip  Act, passed  in  1924, w hich  for the  
firs t  t im e  confirm ed d u a l  U.S. a n d  tr ib a l  c i t izen ­
sh ip  on all A m erican  Ind ians ,  and  w ith  t h a t ,  the  
r ig h t  to vote.
A fte r  shedding her grand­
mother-like mannerisms with 
her costume, Jeanne Eder 
emerges as the woman 
behind the storyteller.
A p a r t  from h e r  role a s  storyteller ,  E d e r  is  an  
a s s i s ta n t  p rofesso r  and  m u l t ic u l tu ra l  coord inator 
for W este rn  M o n ta n a  College in  Dillon. She  also 
w orks a s  a f ree lance  m u seu m  consu ltan t ,  a n d  h a s  
a  keen  in te r e s t  in  N a t iv e  A m erican  rep a tr ia t io n  
issues  — th e  r e tu r n  of a n c e s t ra l  bones a n d  a r t i ­
facts  to  th e i r  t r ibes .
W hen  s u m m e r  a r r iv e s ,  E d e r  re su m es  th e  role 
o f  storyteller ,  t r a v e l in g  w ith  th e  G rea t  P la in s  
C h a u ta u q u a  th ro u g h  O k lahom a, K ansas ,  
N eb ra sk a ,  N o r th  D a k o ta  a n d  S ou th  D akota .  The 
g roup  t ra v e ls  for up  to tw o  m on ths ,  po r tray in g  
d iffe ren t h is torica l ch a ra c te rs .
A fte r  each show, E d e r  say s  she  feels compelled
to defend  N a tive  A m ericans  a n d  to  sp e a k  on th e i r  
behalf .  S h e  h a s  been  ques t ioned  on a  wide spec­
t ru m  of topics — from n a t iv e  h is to ry  a n d  ^  
t r a i t s ,  to  q u es t io n s  concern ing  r e s e r v a t i o n ^  puv' 
lem s like a lcoholism  a n d  gam bling . At t im es, sue 
h a s  even  u rg ed  inqu is i t ive  m em b ers  of  th e  a u d i ­
ence to  re re a d  th e  h is to ry  books.
E d e r  say s  th e  m isconceptions ab o u t  N a tive  
A m erican s  a re  b ased  on “n o t  u n d e rs ta i  I
political history, n o t  u n d e r s ta n d in g  us  .......
a n d  t ry in g  to ch a ra c te r iz e  us w ith  oth< If A t/V. IIOI11 • 
gro u p s  in  the  country. We h av e  d u a l  cibI£^lIo“ I£: 
We w ere  th e  o r ig ina l  ow ners  of  th is  la n d  [which] 
h a d  to  be p u rc h a se d  from u s  in  t r e a t i e s .”
In  th e  fu tu re ,  J e a n n e  E d e r  does no t know  who 
will c a r ry  on s to r ies ,  b u t  she  is op tim istic .  She 
believes e v e ry th in g  evolves in  circles so t h a t  
n o th in g  is  ever  lost; i t  all com es back. And so she 
know s th e  s to r ie s  of  Z i tk a la ’sa , Saca jew ea  and  
W aheenee  will live on.
“7  te ll the  stories k in d  o f  lik e  m y  g ra n d m o th e rs  
to ld  me. Oh, I  th in k  every g ra n d m a  te lls  them  
m aybe a little  d iffe ren t, b u t i t ’s  the  sa m e  story,
n i e  s L u r y ,y o u  se e . lK
OlUt V,
B u t  i t ’s th e  s to r ie s  t h a t  can  a lso  br idge  th e  gap 
b e tw een  th e  w h ite  a n d  In d ia n  worlds , b e tw een  
y oung  a n d  old, b e tw e e n  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  a n d  the  
m odern .
“I t ’s th e  sp i r i t s  t h a t  p rese rv e  th e  s to r ie s ,” says 
Eder. “T h e  s to r ie s  h av e  th e  pow er to  keep  th e  
c u l tu re  a live .”
Her experienced hands  
mold the narration she  
is relaying. The story­
teller crafts the tales 
that have  been p a sse d  
onto her b y  the story­
tellers w ho  cam e  
before her. W aheenee. 
Buffalo Bird Woman, 
also  u se s  the  pow er o f  
fa c ia l expression to 
bring her stories to life. 
S h e  entices her aud i­
ence in a w arm , allur­
ing manner, draw ing  
them  into her words.
"A nd  th a t's  the en d  o f  
that story . " W aheenee  
coos upon fin ish ing  
each o f  her captivating  
tales
M o n ta n a ’s
In d ian s
Angie Gone, an  18-year-old Gros Ventre, cam e home to Fort Belknap searching fo r  the culture sh e  never knew . She fo u n d  a culture and its people in a  quandary.
Struggling to survive
On the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation in Northcentral Montana, 
a culture is in danger of dying and the people can’t agree on how to save it.
W ritten by JENNIFER McKEE Photographed by TERRI LONG  FOX
In a flamingo p ink  house on  the m uddy edge of 
a treeless Indian town, tw o women are crying.
O ne  m ourns for her  lost girlhood. T he  o ther  for 
her  lost culture.
W ith  frayed, b i t ten  cuticles and  wet, red eyes, 
Angie Gone pushes her glasses from her face and 
catches her brea th  as she tries again to  explain the 
solace o f  this isolated prairie and the  familiarity of 
the  ancestors she never knew.
Elbows resting on the  dark  veneer of her d in ing 
room table, Angie's aun t  Cyndee cups a balled-up 
hand w ith in  the  other, keeping her own emotions 
quiet as she lowers her  eyes.
T he  two w om en  talk  softly about the ir  need to  
make a hom e , to  recapture  a culture, to  recover a 
lost spiritual identity. T he  two came to  this table, 
and this realization, from opposite  paths. But 
now they cling to  each o th e r  as this family, like 
some o thers  at Fort Belknap, takes baby steps 
over new cultura l ground.
Angie, 18, has spen t  most o f  her life elsewhere, 
b u t  the  m otherless girl re turned to  to  rutted 
streets and tract housing of Hays, on the Fort 
Belknap Indian  Reservation. She says it's the  on ly  
hom e she ’s ever known.
“I've seen a lot living in the white world and I 
d id n ’t like w hat I saw,” Angie says. “This is the
m ost peaceful place.”
T he  daugh ter  o f  two heavy drinkers — an Irish- 
American m other and Gros Ventre Indian father 
— Angie spent her first six years in Fort Belknap 
Agency, a squat town o f  tribal offices and  low-rent 
housing sandblasted by prairie winds. But her 
ch ildhood memories o f  this place are dim.
“Mv aunt savs I knew how to  dance then, bu t I
u
M y  mom taught me th a t if  
I ’m going to be living in a 
white world, I should be raised 
like a white person. I felt like I 
was white.
Angie Gone 
student
y y
do n ’t remember,” she says.
•  •  •
O n this high plain, home to 5 ,000  people, a 
single res taurant and not one clo th ing store, such 
faded recollections are at the  heart o f  a new  con­
troversy. Five generations after the  buffalo days, 
tribal leaders, elders and you th  are struggling to 
define themselves, posing tough questions amid 
the  disdain of the old and searching cynicism of 
the  young.
Few elders still speak the  Gros Ventre and 
Assiniboine languages. Fewer still have butchered 
a buffalo. Both skills were once considered sacred 
and necessary to  com m unica te  with the Creator.
Such miraculous conversations could still save 
this reservation, says Tribal Vice C hairm an Harlan 
M ount.
"There are people here who still have a direct 
link with the  Big Guv, the Creator," M ount says. 
"That's how you will adapt and  adjust to  the 
times."
But even M oun t isn't  pu tt ing  all of his tr ibe ’s 
eggs in the metaphysical basket. Tapping the  com ­
puter  screen in his bathroom -sized office, the 
Wrangler-wearing leader predicts tha t  technology 
will get his people “over the top."
He's hoping to  sign some governm ent contracts.
10 C u l t u r e
Cultural icons surround Michele Main an d  the s tu d en ts  o f  H a ys/ Lodgepole High School desp ite  a  lack o f  cultural consen ­
su s  on the Fort B elknap  Reservation.
bringing some light m anufacturing  to  the  reserva­
tion.
"We've got to  take responsibility for ou r  own 
destiny," he says.
But giving people jobs won't re turn  the ir  souls, 
says Fred G one, Angie's great-uncle and  a c o u n ­
selor a t  the  Fort Belknap Chemical D ependency  
Center. G one  restructured the center 's  trea tm en ts  
to  include native  spirituality, bringing 12-step p ro ­
grams w ith in  the  native Sacred Circle. And while 
his program seems to  touch  the reservation's 
add ic ts  deeper  than  the  non-Ind ian  approach, 
d rug  rehabili ta tion  alone can't carry his people 
back  in t im e and  it can't tell them  w ho  they  are.
"We're the  only nation  in the  world th a t  1 can 
th in k  of  th a t  has been defeated holisticallv," Gone 
says. "We've become a people with a holistic dys­
function."
In its disheveld state, today's culture  fails to  
provide m an y  on the  reservation w ith  the tags of 
health ier  com m unities  — a spiritual backbone, a 
sense o f  econom ic hope, the  feeling o f  connec ted ­
ness. M ore im portan t ,  Gone argues, Fort Belknap 
cu lture  to d ay  doesn't reflect the  net o f  respect 
th a t  once  t ied  Gros Ventres and Assiniboines to  
one another. I t ’s hardly surprising, he says, that 
this sense o f  d ysfunction  spins ou t in to  recogniz­
able forms o f  c o m m unity  collapse, such as crime 
and alcoholism.
Squeezed between dwindling buffalo, shrinking 
lands and seeping w hite  culture, G o n e ’s g randfa­
thers  qu it  p ractic ing the ir  spiritual and cultural 
ways seven genera tions ago. T he  more of  th e m ­
selves th ey  relinquished, he says, the  less they 
taugh t the ir  children and the shared culture  of  the 
past slowly puffed ou t its th in  m o m en tu m  like 
smoke from the  sacred Flat Pipe. Heavy-handed  
Catholic  boarding schools, still infam ous for their  
forced m igrations of  Fort Belknap kids to  South  
D ako ta  in cattle  trucks, fu rther s tom ped  on the  
fragile s truc tu re  o f  the  once-nom adic Gros Ventres 
and  Assiniboines.
"That's where drugs and alcohol com e in to  
play," he says.
Fred G one picks a t  his w hite  sport socks as he 
stares o u t  his w indow  a t the  u n tu rn e d  sod of  his 
ancestral hom e. W h a t  you  see here nowadays, he 
savs, is w h a t  h appens  w hen a defeated  people 
a t te m p t  to  fill a cultural void.
"They have a culture  here," he savs. "But it's a 
different cu lture  th an  w hat we had. I call it a dys­
functional culture."
He sweeps his a rm s through the  still office air, 
driving hom e the  enorm ity  o f  his people's next 
s tep  —  reviving the ir  lost ways.
"We need to  grow backwards," he  says. "We 
have to  start w ith the individual person , and then  
it goes in to  the  family setting."
So one by one, Gone 's  people m ine  th e ir  own 
spirituality  from the  slippery ore o f  the ir  ancien t 
t rad itions ,  those  of  the  w hite  world and  the habits  
adop ted  at Fort Belknap in the  absence o f  buffalo 
and medicine men.
Angie G one a t ten d ed  her first sweat lodge a t  
14. O n ly  a year  before her m o the r  fell d ru n k  
through the  ro t ted  boards of a railroad truss in 
Butte, breaking almost all her bones before crack­
ing her head  on an iron rail 20 feet below. She 
died  at the  scene, one m o n th  after  Angie's 13th 
birthday.
H an d ed  from one relative to  another, Gone 
eventually  ran away. She headed for the  only place 
she could  th in k  of  — the  reservation and  her Aunt
Cyndee's.
"I knew she'd be there to  take care o f  m e,”
G one says. “She's been open arms and  an open 
mind."
Em otional w ounds  still p ink  from a childhood 
in w h a t  she dubs  "The O uts ide  World," G one  tried 
to  discard the  teachings of her white m o th e r  and 
the  ways of  the white  world. But the process w as­
n't easy.
"My m om  taugh t me tha t  if I'm going to  be liv­
ing in a w hite  world, I should be raised like a 
w hite  person," she says. "I felt like I was white."
G one moved awav from the reservation later 
th a t  year, re tu rn ing  to  her m aternal g randm other 's  
hom e in L itt le ton , Colo. Offering apologies for 
ru n n in g  away, G one  struggled to  fit in w ith  her
white  relatvies and patch  to rn  relationships.
But she was never com fortable  and  d idn 't  stay 
long.
She re-enrolled as a jun io r  last w in te r  a t  the 
Hays-Lodgcpole School, a low-slung brick building 
facing a dus ty  parking lot filled w ith  American- 
m ade cars. The reservation's on ly  high school sits 
between two fingers of  H U D  housing and  the 
granitic  wrinkles of  the  Little Rocky M ounta ins .
Light-eyed and wearing a silver nose ring and 
dyed black hair. G one  doesn 't  look like m any on 
the  reservation.
Beyond her  own Ind ian  nam e and  the  surnames 
of  a few relatives, she knew  little o f  N ative 
American culture  o r  her family. Although he lived 
just miles his daughter 's  bir thplace , Angie's Native 
American father lost co n tac t  w ith  his children for 
several years.
Now, she’s try ing  to  m ake up  for lost time and 
her lost past.
H er  first foray in to  the  ancien t ways of  her  peo­
ple is through an Ind ian  dance  class with SAFE- 
FUTURES, an after-school program at a defunc t
e lem en ta ry  school in Hays. W ith  slow, ry thm ic  
steps, G one 's  feet ta p  the  school’s cem en t floor as 
she mimics the  m ovem ents  of  instruc to rs  who, like 
her, d idn 't  grow up  on  the  reservation b u t  w a n t  to 
know  more abou t the ir  ancestors.
W hile  she sways to  ancien t songs, G one says 
she w ants  to  smudge her body in the  smoke and 
b u rn in g  sweet grass, purifying herself  as her  
g randm others  did. And she w ants  to  w orsh ip  the  
C rea to r  her  g randm others  called Ih gib nee hoot in 
the ir  prayers.
But som e elders say she's to o  late.
"There's to o  m uch assimilation. You have 
fathers and  m others  from two and th ree  d i f £ ^ *  
tribes," says M adeline  Colliflower, a 79-yeaifrt™ 
full-blood Gros Ventre. "It's almost a losing 
To her  m ind , today's powwow circuit,  where 
dancers from all over N orth  America com pe te  for 
money, bastardizes the  dances Colliflower learned 
as a girl. Colorful ou tf i ts  o f  yarn , felt and r ibbon
M o n ta n a ’s
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Michele Main is the only studen t to question H ank Chopwood, a s  he packs up the m edicine bundle he  d isp layed  and shared know ledge o f  w ith  the s tu d en ts  o f  H ays/Lodgepole High 
School. Michele's interest m imics that o f  the larger population a t Fort Belknap: only a  f e w  show  an interest in know ing o f  the cultural roots o f  the  tribes.
don 't  make Indians Indian when the heart o f  it is 
empty, she says.
"We've lost too  m u ch ,” she says. “There's no 
going back."
Ambitious language programs, in tended  to  
pum p  cultural blood in to  an increasingly assimi­
lated youth , canno t revive the old ways and thus 
only waste money, she adds. A ttem pts  to  practice 
traditional religion, she says, are the  futile, blind 
scratchings o f  people who want more than  they 
have.
"It's a mockery, you know," Colliflower says, 
rocking in the  living room of the  house her white 
husband  built. "We don 't  have ou r  medicine men 
here anymore."
T h a t  lapse in cultural developm ent led the 
tribe to  invite dancers from o ther  reservations to  
pierce themselves at the newly revived Sun Dance. 
There young men poked whittled  sticks through 
pinches of skin above their  nipples, then  tethered 
the  sticks and themselves to  a cen te r  pole while 
singers repeated the  th roa ty  songs of  w h a t  was
once considered
c c
I saw a lot living 
in the white world 
and I didn't like 
what I saw.
Angie G one 
student
---------------------- y y
for w hat it means to  be Indian is impossible to 
ignore.
Being Indian  is in the heart,  says H ank 
C hopw ood , a 57-year-old artist and keeper of a 
medicine bundle  he adm itted ly  doesn 't  under­
stand. It's not in your clothes or  language.
"You've got to  walk it, sleep it, live i t ,” he  says. 
“It isn't just braids. It isn't just going in to  a sweat 
or saying ‘I'm a Native A m erican.- You know  it in 
y o u r  soul."
Television, junk food and rock music hang  like
badges of  m odern  w hite  America on today's young  
Native people, C hopw ood says. But even these 
pop culture  stains can't completely cover Native 
American youth . T hey  may be alienated and 
searching, bu t they're still Indians. "It's like a ta t ­
too tha t  never wears off." he says.
Growing to  unders tand  his Indian  spiritual 
inheritance didn 't  happen  overnight, he says. And 
it's no t a low-impact decision. Being an Indian 
dem ands m inute-by-m inute  a t ten tion  to  the  spiri­
tual side of  life.
the High Mass 
o f  most Plains 
tribes.
Organizers for 
an upcoming 
Gros Ventre 
powwow aren't 
Gros Ventres 
themselves. And 
m any dance 
instructors at 
SAFEFU- 
TURES, a feder- 
ally-funded 
after-school pro­
gram designed 
to  teach Fort 
Belknap children the  ways of  the ir  people, aren't 
o f  Fort Belknap’s tribes.
So the old ways are in the  ground w ith  the 
dead, Colliflower says. And there's no reviving 
them .
"They should just let it die with  dignity."
But i t ’s n o t  th a t  easy, o thers  say. Dances and 
costum es may be mere decorations, bu t the  search
Angie Gone's cultural search teaches her the grace, beauty and  dignity o f  traditional dancing. She  is learning the art o f 
m aking her ow n dancing outfit in preparation fo r  her firs t dance. SAFEFUTURES teaches the s tu d en ts  how  to dance and  
the cultural etiquette o f dancing and  pow w ow s.
ircles of12 C u l t u r e
"It takes living it to  really learn it," he says.
He nods to  his 8 1 -year-old, toothless  uncle 
Wallace, w ho sits next to  his nephew  in a back 
office o f  the  Lodgepole Senior Center, a lternately  
lis tening and tu rn ing  down his hearing aid.
"He knows w hat it's about," he states.
M any  old ways expelled the ir  last brea ths  gen ­
erations ago. But the  purest blood in the  Indian 
heart  isn't dead.
"There will always be Indians," C hopw ood 
says.
Black hair pulled away front her  round  face, 
C yndee  G one  eats  jellv-filled cookies in the  gov­
e rnm ent-ow ned  house where two genera tions of 
her family were born, raised and later died. 
Brought u p  C atholic , G one left the  church years 
ago. From her  heart,  she prays to  the  Creator, but 
no one tau g h t  her Gros Ventre prayers and she 
doesn 't  speak her  native language. She is forging 
her ow n religion, part native and part  personal. 
Still she w ants  to  know more of her peop le’s t ra ­
ditional spirituality.
"I'm a bab y  in this way,” she says. “To listen to 
som eone pray in Gros Ventre just makes me cry. 
It's so beautiful."
G one doesn 't  know how  her oldest son, Tony, 
learned native prayers. But she instilled in each 
of four children a respect for themselves, the ir  
elders and the subtle spir i tua lity  of  the ir  g randfa­
thers.
"They have to  pray from here," she says, t a p ­
ping her heart ,  "not from here," p o in ting  to  Iter 
head.
Like H an k  C hopw ood , Gone knows th a t  the  
spiritual life o f  an Indian  can 't  be shrugged away 
o r confined to  periodic Sun Dances.
"If you w an t to  learn this, you have to  believe 
i t ,” she says. “ It's everything. G od is all over. You 
have to  believe it in th is  simple way."
G one gave each of her children an Indian  
name. She tau g h t  them  to smudge w ith  sweet- 
grass. And when Angie arrived on her  cem ent 
door  step, C yndee  showed her niece the  same 
wa^s.
"This way will help her  heal," she says.
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A young dancer  
w a lks  a w a y  from  
th e  SAFEFUTURES 
program a t the  
Jo h n  Capture  
C enter in H ays, 
carrying w ith  him  
his cultural fu tu re  
a n d  that o f  the  
A ssiniboine an d  
Gros Ventre tribes.
G rass dancer Tony Rider sh o w s the next generation th e  dances. The only requirement is desire, not age. s ize  or agility.
M o n ta n a ’s
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Some families show their children the old ways, others show them a way off the reservation.
W ithout our traditions, the old ones warn, we are in danger of...
It ’s 7:30 on a frigid F r id a y  n ig h t  on th e  F o r t  Peck  In d ia n  R eserva tion . A q u ie t  w om an  w ith  a su b t le  smile, Rose M orse tte  s i ts  a t  h e r  d in ing  room tab le ,  sew ing  h u n k s  o f  blue, red a n d  w h ite  y a r n  across  th e  front o f  a  ch ild ’s yellow sw e a tsh i r t .
H e r  h u sb a n d ,  Jo h n ,  m a k e s  severa l  t r ip s  to  a n d  from th e  k i tchen ,  offer­
ing  h is  v is i to rs  f irs t  Pepsi,  t h e n  sugar-coa ted  donu ts .  A f te r  10 m in u te s  he 
fina lly  s i ts ,  e a g e r  to  s h a re  jokes  and  tell s to r ie s  w ith  to n ig h t ’s vis itors .
O u ts id e  th e  M o rse t te ’s double-wide t ra i le r ,  35 -m ph w in d s  t e a r  across 
th e  p ra ir ie .  F rom  th e  c o rn e r  o f  th e  liv ing  room th e  low g ru m b le  o f  a  police 
s can n e r  w a rn s  o f  a s to rm , a n d  w ith  i t  th e  po ten t ia l  for flooding. B u t  as  
they  sip  th e i r  sodas a n d  te ll  th e i r  s tories ,  n e i th e r  J o h n  M o rse t te  n o r  his 
two com panions, A lb e r t  Foote a n d  C urley  Youpee, seem  too concerned  
w ith  w h a t  th e  C re a to r  is  s t i r r in g  up th i s  evening. In  j u s t  a  few m ore m in ­
u te s  th e y ’ll be ta k in g  t u r n s  w ith  the  phone , ca l l ing  fr iends ,  m a k in g  p lan s  
for to n ig h t’s sw eat.
S p raw lin g  across  2.1 m illion  acres  in  th e  n o r th e a s t  c o rn e r  of th e  s ta te ,  
th e  F o r t  Peck  R ese rv a t io n  is th e  hom e of th e  Sioux a n d  A ssin iboine  
t r ib e s ,  a  land  of open range  and  end less  w h e a t  fields, few t re e s  a n d  even 
fewer opportun ities .
According to a B u re a u  of  In d ia n  A ffairs rep o r t ,  m ore  t h a n  h a l f  the  
N ative  American people h e re  s t ru g g le  to  find work. In  th e  l a s t  tw o y ea rs  
m ore th a n  a dozen people h av e  been  m u rd e re d  on th i s  re s e rv a t io n ,  p u s h ­
ing Fort  Peck’s m u rd e r  r a t e  13 t im es  h ig h e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  th e  r e s t  of 
M ontana .
The lonely  13-mile s t r e t c h  of h ig h w ay  co n n ec ting  W olf P o in t  a n d  
Poplar, th e  r e s e rv a t io n ’s two la rg e s t  tow ns, is  do t ted  by 23 w h ite  m eta ll ic  
crosses , each  re p re s e n t in g  a  h ig h w ay  fata li ty . A long th i s  un fo rg iv in g  r ib ­
bon of b lack top  s i ts  a  fad ed  a n d  b a t t e r e d  b illboard .
“Alcohol a n d  D rug  A buse  D es tro y s  O u r  H e r i ta g e  a n d  T ra d i t io n a l  Way 
o f Life,” i t  re a d s ,  a  s t a r k  r e m in d e r  of th e  re s e rv a t io n ’s s t ru g g le s  to  con­
q u e r  i ts  ad d ic t ions  a n d  m a in ta in  a  c u l tu re  m a n y  e ld e rs  feel is fad ing , 
ignored  by th e  y o u n g e r  g e n e ra t io n .
“A lot of th e  y o ung  people  do n ’t  know who th e y  a r e ,” say s  L en o ra  Red 
E lk , a  72-year-old S ioux  e ld e r  w ho te a c h e s  P o p la r  college s tu d e n t s  th e  
S ioux lan g u ag e .  “You look a ro u n d  a n d  see th e y ’re  h a v in g  th e i r  h a i r  cu t  
l ike  th e y  h av e  a  bowl on th e i r  h e a d s  a n d  see th e y ’re  w e a r in g  th o se  big 
baggy p a n ts .”
B eh in d  R ed E lk  r e s t s  a  ch a lk b o a rd  filled w ith  Sioux w ords. A nd  to  h e r  
r ig h t  s i ts  box a f t e r  box o f n e w sp a p e r  c l ipp ings  she  h a s  saved ,  each  w ith  
s to r ie s  ab o u t  th e  re se rv a t io n .
T he  y o ung  people a r e  “im i ta t in g  a n o th e r  c u l tu re ,” s h e  says,  h e r  h a i r  
fa l l ing  in  long  w h ite  b ra id s .  “T hey  don’t  even know  w h e re  th e y ’ve come 
from .”
A bout 40 m iles  aw ay  in  th e  m o d es t  tow n of F raze r ,  a  $10,000 RV s its  
in  D a n n a  a n d  Billy R u n sab o v e ’s backyard . G iven to  th e  fam ily  in 
e x ch an g e  for a  t r a d i t io n a l  powwow outfit  s ew n  by D a n n a ,  th e  vehicle ca r­
r ie s  th e  R un sab o v es  th ro u g h o u t  th e  N o r th w e s t  each  s u m m e r  for th e  
s te a d y  c ircu i t  of powwows.
W rap p ed  from h e a d  to  toe in  a  b la n k e t ,  W inona  R u nsabove  s louches 
on th e  couch, s ti l l  e x h a u s te d  from  h e r  sen io r  p rom  th e  n ig h t  before. 
A cross th e  room h e r  y o u rn g e r  b ro ther,  W alter, sq u i rm s  re s t le s s ly  back 
a n d  fo r th  on h is  h a u n c h e s ,  g r in n in g  from e a r  to  e a r  as  h e  p o in ts  to h im ­
s e l f  on th e  f l icker ing  te lev is ion  screen . He h a s  m a d e  a  bee line  to h is  bed ­
room  for h is  collection o f  video tap es ,  e a g e r  to  show  h is  g u e s t s  h is  “u l t i ­
m a te  m ove,” a s  he  p e rfo rm s  a s  a  fancy d a n c e r  a t  th e  Crow  F a ir  in  Crow 
Agency.
T he  R un sab o v es  live in  a  s im p le  b u t  in v i t in g  house . A collection of 
s n u f f  can  lids t h a t  D a n n a  will u se  to  a d d  th e  j ing le  to one of h e r  b r ig h t ly  
d eco ra ted  j in g le  d re s se s  s i t s  in  one  corner. Beside th e m  a re  p ic tu re s  of
W inona a n d  W alter,  each decked  o u t  in  full powwow a t t i re .
“I ’m th e  m oney  m ak e r ,” W inona  jokes , s p e a k in g  of  h e r  success  a s  a pow­
wow dancer.
“E v e r  since  I w as  l i t t le ,  d an c in g  h a s  been  like w a lk in g  to  me. Tap, ba lle t ,  
ba ton  tw ir l ing , i t ’s a lw ays come p re t ty  n a tu r a l  to  m e.”
Mixed in  a  g e n e ra t io n  of  F o r t  Peck  y o u n g  people s t ru g g l in g  to  u n d e r s ta n d  
th e i r  roots , W inona a n d  W alter  h av e  d anced  in  th e  powwows “since  th e y  
w ere  b ab ies ,” th e i r  p a re n ts  say, a n d  h av e  h a d  long even in g  d iscuss ions  with 
th e i r  g r a n d p a r e n t s  ab o u t  th e i r  c u l tu re  a n d  th e i r  ancestry .
T h e ir  g r a n d p a r e n t s  told th em  of th e i r  d irec t  descendence  from L it t le  Wolf, 
a  C h ey en n e  ch ie f  who led h is  people in  t h e i r  long jo u rn e y  from O k la h o m a  to
M ontana .  A nd th e y  h av e  to ld  W alte r  a n d  W inona  th e  s to ry  of th e i r  
g r e a t -g re a t -g ra n d fa th e r ,  w ho s t a r t e d  th e  re s e rv a t io n ’s a n n u a l  Red 
Bottom ce leb ra t io n  n e a r ly  a  c e n tu ry  ago a f t e r  a  m ed ic ine  m a n  he lped  
heal his sick son. H eld  each  su m m er ,  th e  e v e n t  f e a tu re s  a  co m m u n ity  
feed, sev e ra l  g ive-aw ays  a n d  a  th re e -d a y  powwow. W in o n a  h a s  been  
p a r t  of th e  ce leb ra t io n  for each  o f th e  p a s t  18 years .
“I ’ve been  lucky b ecau se  I ’ve h a d  th e  people  I c an  a s k  w hen  I w a n te d  
to know  so m e th in g ,” W inona  says.  “L ike w i th  m y g r e a t  g ra n d m o th e r ,  
a n y th in g  I w a n te d  to  know  I could a sk  her. A lot o f  people  m y age  do n ’t 
have  th a t .  We’re  to ld  we h av e  to  le a rn  from o u r  e ld e rs ,  b u t  th e re  a r e n ’t 
t h a t  m a n y  e ld e rs  o u t  th e re  a n y m o re  for u s  to  ta lk  to .”
D a n n a  h a s  a lso  s e e n  th i s  “dy in g  o u t” of  e lde rs ,  a n d  she  rea l ize s  
i ts  im p a c t  on th e  A ss in ibo ine  c u l tu re .  W a lte r  a n d  W inona  a re  
en ro l led  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  N o r th e r n  C h ey en n e ,  th e  t r ib e  o f  th e i r  
fa the r .  I t  w as  t h e i r  m o th e r  who m a d e  th i s  decision.
“I j u s t  felt  t h e  C h e y e n n e  c u l tu re ,  th e  C h e y e n n e  t r a d i t io n s  a re  
m u c h  m ore  open ly  p rac t iced ,” s a y s  D a n n a .  “I t ’s a n a t u r a l  t h in g  
c o m p a re d  to  (F o r t  Peck). F o r  m a n y  y e a r s  th e  A ss in ibo ines  d id n ’t  
even  h av e  t h e i r  S u n  D ance  h e re .  I t ’s l ike  nobody rea l ly  cared . 
N one  of m y g e n e ra t io n  show ed  a n y  in t e r e s t  in  it  u n t i l  t h e  la s t  
few y e a r s .”
S ti l l ,  D a n n a  re a l iz e s  th i s  decis ion  com es w i th  a  price.
Lil by  the glare o f  headlights, a corona o f  ash  blows into the night a s  Curly Youpee. Cultural Resources Department director fo r  the Fort Peck Assiniboine an d  Sioux tribes, clears out the fire  pit o f  a  fr ie n d 's  sw ea t lodge. D espite a w ind  chill som ew here in the  single digits. Youpee an d  fr ien d  
Albert Foote spend  about tw o hours outside preparing fo r  the night's sw eat. "It's a  hard w ay." Foote says. “That's w hy  people don 't fo llow  it."
Losing
W ritten by MATT O C H SN ER  
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"A lot o f  young people 
don't know  w ho they  
are. They don't even 
know  where they come 
from . " s a y s  Lorena Red  
Elk. a  72-year-old 
Sioux elder.
“I ’ve b een  te l l in g  th e m  t h a t  even th o u g h  
th e y ’ve grow n up  h e re  th e y ’ll have  tro u b le  g e t ­
t in g  jobs  h e re  j u s t  b ecau se  th e y ’re n o t  en ro l led ” 
a t  F o r t  Peck, she  says.  “T hey’ll have  t ro u b le  g e t ­
t in g  h u n t in g  a n d  f ish ing  r ig h ts  h e re  because  
th e y ’re  no t enrolled . T hey ’ll see a  d ifference.”
W inona  is going to  school a t  F o r t  Peck 
C o m m u n ity  College th is  y e a r  a n d  is vice p re s i ­
d e n t  o f  th e  s tu d e n t  s e n a te .  S h e  also he lps  o u t  as 
v a r s i ty  ch e e r le ad e r  ad v ise r  a t  th e  h ig h  school in  
F raser .
E ach  sp r in g  W inona a n d  W alte r  w a i t  for th e  
school y e a r  to  end  so th e y  can  ag a in  dance  a t  
t h e  powwows. B u t  th e y  acknow ledge som e pow­
wows have lost som e of th e  old trad i t io n s .
“Back th e n  if  p a r t  o f  y o u r  (powwow ou tf it)  fell 
off  while  you  w ere  danc ing ,  t h e n  you w ere  s u p ­
posed to  w alk  off,” W inona says. “N ow adays  if  
so m e th in g  fa lls  off people  j u s t  co n t in u e  to 
dance.
“T h a t  to  m e is w ro n g .”
Danna. Walter and  Winona R unsabove  w atch  videos o f  them selves dancing in pow w ow s. Each sum m er the fa m ily  is on the  
pow w ow  highw ay, traveling in the R V  they traded fo r  one o fD a n n a 's  jing le  dresses.
W ith  th e  w inds  s ti l l  g u s t in g  o u ts ide  of  Poplar, 
A lbe rt  Foote  a n d  C u r le y  Youpee h av e  left  th e i r  
Peps is  a n d  th e  w a r m th  of th e  M o rs e t te ’s cozy 
liv ing  room a n d  s te p p e d  in to  t h e  chill of th e  
p ra ir ie .  T h e  f reez ing  w in d s  slice th ro u g h  th e i r  
ja c k e ts  as  t h e  m ercu ry  d ip s  below 10 degrees . 
S ta n d in g  over a pile of wood, i l lu m in a te d  in  th e  
s t a r k  yellow glow from th e  h e a d l ig h ts  of 
Youpee’s truck ,  Foote  a n d  Youpee h a rd ly  notice  
th e  b i t te r  cold. I t ’s a sw ea t ,  n o t  th e  chill, t h a t  
fills th e i r  m inds.
In  a n  open a r e a  b eh in d  th e  M o rse t te  hom e, 
sh ie lded  by a  r icke ty  wooden w in d b re a k ,  Foote , 
a  44-year-old  Sioux a n d  C h e y e n n e  m ix, a n d  
Youpee, a  46-year-o ld  Sioux, beg in  to  b u i ld  a 
fire.
Tedious a n d  exac t ,  t h e  p rocess  will t a k e  th e  
b e t t e r  p a r t  o f  th e  n e x t  tw o h o u rs .  T h e re  will be 
a  fo u n d a t io n  of  four s to n e s ,  one for each  of th e  
fou r  c a rd in a l  d irec tions .  T h e n  tw o m ore , one 
r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  C rea to r ,  th e  o ther ,  M o th e r  
E a r th .  F inally , a  s e v e n th ,  s ign ify ing  one’s in n e r  
sp ir i t .
Before th e y  a re  
f in ished , th e  fire will 
b a k e  42  s to n e s  in  all, 
p a r t  o f  a  sac red  ce re ­
m ony t h a t  will pur ify  
th e  m ind  a n d  body 
a n d  he lp  th e m  offer 
p rayer .  In  a  few 
h o u rs  th e s e  s tones 
will be c a r r ie d  into 
th e  sw e a t  lodge, 
w h e re  th e y  will be 
doused  w i th  w a te r  
a n d  sage , c re a t in g  a 
h e a t  so e x t re m e  t h a t  
even  Foote  a n d  
Youpee will be d r iven  
to  th e  ed g es  of  th e  
lodge to  e scap e  i ts  
in tens i ty .
P u ff ing  a  c ig a re t te  
a n d  w e a r in g  a  b a s e ­
b a l l  cap  deco ra ted  
w ith  a  p ic tu re  of  a  buffalo, Foote  te l ls  how he  
looked to  th e  s w e a t  lodge w hen  he  w as  y o u n g e r  
to  pu r ify  h is  body a n d  h e lp  t u r n  his life a ro u n d  
a f te r  y e a r s  of  d ru g  a n d  alcohol abuse .
“W h e n  I f i r s t  s t a r t e d  o u t  th e r e  w as  a  lo t  of 
h u r t  a n d  p a in  in s id e  of  m e ,” sa id  Foote , a  coun­
se lo r  a t  P o p la r ’s S p o t ted  B ull T r e a tm e n t  C en ter ,  
a  fac i l i ty  t h a t  h e lp s  t ro u b le d  teens .  “I h u r t  so 
m u c h  w h e re  I cou ldn’t  s t a n d  i t  a n y m o re ,  a n d  I 
m ore  o r  less  cr ied  l ike a  bab y  to  g e t  all t h a t  
s tu f f  o u t  o f  me. T h e re  w as  a lot o f  alcohol a n d  a 
lot o f  d ru g s  in s id e  me, a n d  th e  s w e a t  a l low ed me 
to g e t  a  lo t  o f  th o se  poisons o u t  o f  m y body in  a
pu rify in g  way.” 
A n o th e r  h o u r  
p a s se s  a s  Foote  a n d  
Youpee s t a n d  beside 
th e  fire, w a tc h in g  
th e  sm oke  d is a p p e a r  
in to  th e  d a rk n e s s .  
F in a l ly  a  new  s e t  of 
h e a d l ig h ts  em erg es  
from a n  ap p ro ach in g  
car. In  i t  s i t s  13- 
year-o ld  D onald  
Buck  E lk  a n d  h is  
m o th e r  a n d  fa ther .  
T h is  will be D ona ld ’s 
f i r s t  s w e a t  in  m ore 
t h a n  a  year.
“Young people like 
D onald  come up 
a g a in s t  a  lo t ,” Foote 
says.
“I hope  to see peo­
ple l ike  D onald  be 
ab le  to  m a in t a in  a 
s p i r i tu a l  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d  who 
th e y  a re  a n d  be p roud  of th a t .  I f  you  believe in 
th o se  th in g s  you will be ab le  to go on, you  will 
be ab le  to  m a in ta in  y o u r  In d ia n n e s s .”
D onald  h u d d le s  in  a  c o rn e r  of  th e  s w e a t  lodge, 
w a i t in g  for th e  s to n e s  to  h e a t ,  s e a rc h in g  for 
w a rm th .
H e r  h a i r  long  a n d  b lack , h e r  sk in  u n b le m ­
ished  a n d  t a n ,  Kacie  T hom pson  fidgets  a s  she  
s its  a t  th e  e n d  o f t h e  k i tc h e n  tab le  in  h e r  c lassy  
split- level hom e w e s t  o f  Poplar , too nervous , 
m aybe  too uncom fortab le ,  to  t a lk  a b o u t  th e  
w hispers .
T ho u g h  s h e ’s slow to  a d m i t  it, Kacie  h a s  
h e a rd  th e se  w h isp e r s  on th e  p lay g ro u n d  a n d  in 
th e  h a l ls .  N ot so m u ch  an y m o re ,  b u t  w h e n  she 
w as  younger ,  a n d  th e y  h u r t .
T h e y  w ere  w h isp e rs  of ap p le  a n d  w hite -  
w a n n a b e ,  a n d  th e y  w ere  w h isp e r s  from In d ia n s  
a n d  n o n - In d ia n s  alike.
“J e a lo u s y  is a  b ig  is sue  h e re ,” s a y s  K acie’s 
m other,  Mary, a  n o n - In d ia n  who h a s  s p e n t  m u ch  
of h e r  life on th e  F o r t  Peck  R eserva tion .
“In d ia n s  can ’t  s t a n d  to see o th e r  In d ia n s  ge t 
a head .  T hey  p ick  on th e m  to b r in g  th e m  dow n .”
W ith  a  w h i te  m o th e r  a n d  a  S ioux fa ther ,  cu l­
tu r e  com es in  a  m ixed  bag  for Kacie , a  qu ie t ,  
s le n d e r  15-year-old, a n d  for h e r  y o u n g e r  b ro th e r  
a n d  s is ter ,  Kyle a n d  Kalli.
T h e ir  fa the r ,  K im , grew  up  a  L a k o ta  Sioux in 
Lower B ru le ,  S.D.; t h e i r  m o th e r  a  “n a iv e ” ran ch  
girl from  a “rosy s e t t in g ” n o r th  of  B rockton.
B oth  p a r e n t s  h av e  sp e n t  th e i r  lives in  a 
N a t iv e  A m erican  backdrop , b u t  i t ’s a  life both 
say  th e y  h av e  a  d iff icu lt  t im e  p as s in g  on to  th e i r  
ch ildren .
“My dad  w as  j u s t  an  o ld-tim e cowboy, a n d  I 
don’t t h in k  a  lo t  o f  those  th in g s  m ade  all t h a t
Once an abuser o f  drugs and  alcohol. Albert Foote cred­
its traditional native spirihiallty —  w ha t he likes to call 
the ' red road" — w ith his recovery from  a destructive  
lifestyle. A s a  counselor a t Poplar's Spotted Bull 
Treatm ent Center. Foote now  helps teens overcome the  
sam e types o f  addiction he  u sed  to suffer.
C i r c le s  o f  u l t u r e
During her Jirst-period c lass a t Wolf Point High School. Winona R unsabove raises her hand  in response to a teacher's query.
m uch  difference to  h im ,” says  T hom pson , a  soft- 
spoken  m a n  w i th  a  w a rm  h a n d s h a k e  who w as  
left  m o th e r le ss  a t  age 6.
“I sp e n t  m o s t  of  m y childhood being  ra is e d  by 
m y b ro th e rs  a n d  s is te r s  a n d  going to  public 
schools off th e  re se rv a t io n .  M uch of w h a t  I know 
abou t m y own c u l tu re  comes from  w h a t  I ’ve 
read .”
F r u s t r a t e d  by a  school sy s tem  offering th e i r  
ch ild ren  a  sc a n t  m e n u  of courses  on N a tive  
A m erican  c u l tu re ,  a n d  f ru s t r a te d  by a  c o m m u n i­
ty  w here  th e y  som etim es  feel th e y  don’t  f i t  in, 
th e  T hom psons  a r e  looking for ways to  ea se  
those  concerns.
M ary  T hom pson  h a s  felt cold s ta re s  w h e n  she 
t a k e s  h e r  ch i ld ren  shopping , once followed 
th ro u g h o u t  a  shoe  s to re  a  few m iles  off th e  r e s e r ­
v a t io n  by a  w h ite  c le rk  obviously convinced, she 
says,  t h a t  th ey  w ere  going to  s tea l  som eth ing . 
B u t  th e se  a re  s ta r e s ,  she  rea lizes ,  t h a t  come 
from both  d irec tions.
“T h e re ’s a  re a so n  w hy we ended  up back  in 
P o p la r  a n d  t h a t ’s to  s t a r t  b u ild ing  bridges 
be tw een  th e  two races ,” she  says. “I j u s t  d o n ’t 
know how w e’re  going  to do t h a t  y e t .”
A f re sh m a n  in  h igh  school, Kacie h a s  w a tch ed  
th e  powwows a n d  h a s  b eg u n  to a sk  q ues t ions  
ab o u t  h e r  cu l tu re ,  b u t  un l ik e  W inona, m a n y  of 
K acie’s q u es t io n s  h av e  gone unan sw ered .
Kacie doesn ’t  have  N a t iv e  A m erican  g r a n d p a r ­
e n ts  who can  s i t  w ith  h e r  a t  n ig h t  a n d  te ll  h e r  
th e  s to r ie s  o f  h e r  ancestry , o r  a  m o th e r  sk il led  a t  
sew ing  tobacco lids  on j in g le  d resses .  S h e  h a s  
never  d anced  in  a  powwow, a n d  she h a s  never  
ta k e n  p a r t  in th e  sac red  sw e a t  lodge ceremony.
B u t  w h a t  Kacie  does h av e  a re  two p a re n ts  
who will do w h a te v e r  th e y  can  to  f ind  th e  b es t  
for th e i r  ch ild ren .
“I can ’t  te a c h  th e m  those  th in g s ,  b u t  I w a n t  
th e m  to g e t  all th e y  can ,” M ary  T hom pson  says, 
h e r  eyes focused on h e r  d au g h te r .  “I don’t  w an t  
th e m  to see In d ia n  people a n d  th e  nega tive  
th in g s  a b o u t  In d ia n  people a n d  be a sh a m e d  
ab o u t  it.
“In  som e w ays  I w ish  I h a d  a  colorful h is to ry  
like In d ia n  people do. I t  im p resse s  me so m uch. 
I f  I cam e-from  a  t r ib e  I would w a n t  to  know 
every th ing ,  so I t h in k  th e y  sh o u ld  w a n t  to  know 
ev e ry th in g .”
In  th r e e  y ea rs  Kacie will be  s t a r in g  a t  a  h igh  
school d ip lom a, a n d  an  u n c e r ta in  fu tu re .
“I guess  I w a n t  m y k ids  to  g e t  a  good e d u c a ­
t ion , a n d  I w a n t  th e m  to h av e  a n  o p p o r tu n i ty  in 
th e  world,” K im  T h o m p so n  says.  “I ’m n o t  going 
to  l im it  th e m  to so m e th in g  on t h e  re se rv a t io n .  I 
j u s t  d o n ’t  see m u ch  of a  fu tu re  for th e m  h e re .”
M id n ig h t  h a s  come a n d  gone a s  e ig h t  g l i s te n ­
ing  bodies em erge  from  th e  M o rs e t te s ’ sw ea t  
lodge, f l inch ing  as  th e y  ag a in  come in  con tac t  
w ith  th e  b i t t e r  ea r ly -m o rn in g  air. O ne  by  one 
th e y  m ak e  th e i r  w ay back  to th e i r  c a rs  a n d  to 
t h e i r  clothes, e x h a u s te d  from  a  n ig h t  of  b laz ing  
h e a t ,  r e le n t le s s  cold a n d  c o n s ta n t  p rayer.
Tonight th ey  sa n g  th e  n a t iv e  songs a n d  s h a re d  
th e  sac red  pipe, p ray ed  for th e i r  loved ones  a n d  
purif ied  th e i r  bodies a n d  th e i r  m inds .
T onight th e y  will all s leep  soundly.
S e a te d  a t  a  sh in y  red  booth  a t  th e  Wolf P oin t 
T as tee  F reez  two d ay s  la te r ,  Foo te  a n d  Youpee 
lau g h  loudly  a s  th e y  poke fun  a t  th e i r  to le r a n t  
w a i t re ss .  Youpee te a s e s  h e r  a n d  a s k s  for a  Big 
Mac, know ing  full well t h a t  th e y  a re  se rved  only 
a t  th e  M cD onald’s j u s t  ac ross  th e  s t re e t .
F in a l ly  th e i r  o rd e rs  a r r iv e  a n d  th e  a tm o sp h e re  
t u r n s  s l igh tly  somber. T h e i r  sm iles  d is a p p e a r  as  
th e  d iscussion tu r n s  from fa s t  food to  F o r t  P eck ’s 
y oung  people a n d  w h a t  th e  fu tu re  ho lds  for those  
like Donald, Kacie a n d  W inona.
“I believe th e r e ’s hope, a  c o n t in u ed  hope  for 
ou r  people,” say s  Foote, a  f a th e r  of  th ree .  “I f  you 
do n ’t  have  t h a t  hope a n d  fa i th  th e re ,  you s t a r t  to 
lose your  own id e n t i ty  a n d  cu ltu re .
“T h a t  red  road  will a lw ay s  be th e re  for u s  as  
long as  we can m a in ta in  a n d  l e a rn  from  ou r  
e ld e rs .”
B u t  a t  the  th re sh o ld  of  a d u l th o o d ,  W inona  is a 
b i t  m ore  skeptical.
“My g re a t -g ra n d m o th e r  told me t h a t  th e  sev ­
e n th  g en e ra t io n  w as  going  to b r in g  u s  b ack  to  
o u r  cu l tu re ,  a n d  t h a t ’s m y  age  group , t h a t ’s  u s ,” 
W inona says. “B u t  m o s t  of  th e m  a r e n ’t  even  t a lk ­
ing  to  th e i r  p a r e n t s  o r  a s k in g  th e  ques tions .
“S om etim es , t h a t ’s  p r e t ty  scary.”
Curly Youpee h a s a n  office adjoining a  one room 
m useum  o f tribal artifacts. He has am bitious p lans fo r  
building a  large cultural tourism  center with a  m useum , 
archives an d  educational rooms. The center's mission. 
Youpee sa y s , will be to prom ote tribal cultural presentation, 
archeology an d  linguistics, a n d  to support historical and  
contem porary research.
M o n ta n a ’s
In d ia n s
Ja ck  Old Horn su rveys som e o f  his property. He w as bom  and  raised on the Crow Reservation, w here arrow throwing is a  revered tradition.
Thevower Jack Old Horn takes care to replicate the exact designs of the original Four Sacred Arrows when
I  /  he crafts arrows for throwing
competitionsof an
arrow W ritten by ELDENA BEAR D O N ’T  WALK Photographed by JORDAN LARUE
Sipping strong coffee in the w arm th  o f his kitchen, Jack Old H orn  looks tired. His large brown eyes are rim m ed with red, his 
voice is hoarse from singing until  the  early 
m orning  hours. Yesterday m orning, he took  part 
in a blessing ceremony- He spen t last night 
singing and d rum m ing  at the  victory dance to  
celebrate H ardin  High School’s boys’ basketball 
s ta te  title.
Today, as he eases his long th in  body into a 
kitchen chair, there is still no sleep in sight. He 
will sweat and  pray with his brothers in the 
sweat lodge this a f te rnoon , go to  his clan family 
dinner, then  prepare to  re tu rn  to  work at the 
Bureau of Indian  Affairs in Crow Agency. W hen  
the  rains tape r  off in early May, Jack and  his 
family will add one more activity  to  the ir  already 
full schedule — arrow throwing.
T he  Apsaaloke, know n to  the western world 
as the  Crow N ation  of  M on tana ,  believe tha t  
the  Four Sacred Arrows were given to a young
c c --------------------------------------------------------
T h e  greatest g ift M aker ever 
gave to the people was the ab ili­
ty to make wishes.
Barney Old C oyote 
arrow  throw er
y y
boy w ho had been taken  by the Little People. 
W hen  he was re turned  to  his people, he brought 
four arrows to  them . Each was a different color 
and each had special meaning. T he  w hite  arrow 
relates to  sustenance; the  yellow to defense 
against evil beings th a t  are stronger th an  man; 
the blue is for v ictory  in ba tt le  and the  last 
arrow is red, its power so strong as to  annihila te  
the en em y  These  original arrows are now in the 
Sm ithsonian  Ins t i tu t ion . According to  the  oral 
h is to ry  of  the  tribe, the  red arrow was the  only 
one never used.
T he Apsaaloke still affirm the  sacred powers 
o f  the original arrows. Today, versions of  those 
arrows as well as o th e r  designs are used in a 
competitive, m en’s-only game caledl simply 
“arrow th row ing” or, in the  Crow language,
A lu u t Dekkua, m ean ing  “sending an arrow.”
Old H orn  has been throwing arrows m ost of 
his 47 years. A tall, lanky m an with a lineless 
face and salt and pepper  hair, Old H orn  is quick
n ircles of
I S  u l t u r e
to tease and faster with a smile as a he speaks of  
his children and  different aspects of life on  the 
Crow Reservation, where he was born  and raised. 
He, his wife and  the ir  three children live o n  the 
same land in sou theas te rn  M o n tan a  where he 
practiced throw ing arrows as a boy. W h en  he 
talks about arrow throwing, his tone is serious 
and respectful.
“Arrow throwing still has a quasi-religious ele­
ment to  i t ,” he says, referring to  the  tr ibe ’s belief 
in the arrows’ inheren t powers. “T he  arrows 
used in com peti t ion  are designs handed  down. 
They are no t random . Each arrow set has a ‘pre­
scription’ to  it th a t  m u s t  be followed to  m a in ­
tain the  power,” Old H orn  explains.
These “prescrip tions,” as he calls them , are 
varied and dis tinc t and m ust be followed to  the  
letter. T he  ins truc tions  are so specific th e y  may 
call for on ly  the  w ingtip  feathers o f  a certain  
bird. Paints m ust be m ade, n o t  bought, and  the  
work pu t in to  each set o f  arrows is usually done 
by the  person w ho has by trad ition  been given 
the prescription.
Old H o rn ’s arrows are carved from chokecher- 
ry branches. He removes the  bark, then  soaks 
the branches and dries them  before placing them  
in vices to  assure they  are straight and  true.
Then he carves and  paints  them , a t taches  feath­
ers and finally, tips the  shaft with a metal point.  
W hen he first began making arrows, Old H orn 
says, he used to  measure the  w id th  to  be carved 
by placing a wire-strung dime on to  the  very  end 
of the  raw branch  to  get an idea of how m uch  to  
take off. H e no longer needs th a t  dime and  his 
skill at m aking arrows is well known. D u r ing  cul­
tural weeks a t  area schools, Old H orn  d e m o n ­
strates parts  o f  a rrow  making and tells o f  his 
experiences as an  arrow thrower.
Arrow throwing was once a w in te r  sport 
played while the  people were encam ped for a 
long period of  time. Now it is played in the  late 
spring and early summer, to  allow people to  trav­
el and com pete  before the  Plains powwow season
u --------------------------------------
T h e  language is im plicit in 
everything we do. Everything we 
do is enhanced, enlarged by the 
language and we are m ade to 
develop concepts an d  ethics and  
scruples from  th a t sam e language. 
Crows believe th a t F irst M aker  
gave us breath. W e should be care­
f u l  o f  our words, because they 
define how we conduct ourselves.
Jack Old Horn 
arrow  th row er
-------------------------------------------- y y
begins.
T h e  gam e itself involves fewer strict, u n chang­
ing rules th an  does arrow making. T h e  co m p e ti ­
t io n  is com parab le  to  javelin throwing, b u t  the 
rules and objectives are different. Each team  
tries to  score a set n um ber of  po in ts  before the 
o the rs  can. Team m em bers  try  to  land their  
arrows closest to  the  target arrow, which is usual­
ly 45 to  50  yards away from the th row ing  lines. 
O n ly  the  th row er ge tting  closest to  the  target 
arrow will wins the  po in t  for th a t  throw. Two 
divisions exist for players, a jun ior  ca tegory  for 
boys 13-18, and  a senior division for men 18 
an d  older.
O ld  H orn  began th row ing  as a boy, w an ting  to  
be like his o lder b rothers, w ho were also arrow 
throw ers. T hey  and  the  neighbor boys would 
practice  in nearby  fields and  they  soon  noticed 
O ld  H o rn ’s ta len t  for the  game.
“Bv the  t im e I was 13, I was heavy in to  com ­
p e t i t io n ,” O ld  H orn  said. Since th a t  time, he 
has co n t in u ed  th e  in tensity  o f  co m pe ti t ion  
except for ab o u t  10 years in the 1980s w hen  he 
took  a break.
In Old H o rn ’s small th ree-bedroom  home, 
there  is no  need to  ask o f  his accom plishm ents  
as an arrow thrower, an ath le tic  coach, horse 
t ra ine r  o r  even as a father. Photos com prise  a 
un ique  w allpaper  in his living room: horses with  
r ibbons, child ren  in a th le t ic  un iform s, prom s and  
g radua tions ,  pho tos  o f  C row elders dressed in 
buckskin  and  elk  to o th  dresses. H e p o in ts  to  a 
p h o to  hanging  next to  the  door, a shot o f  abou t 
2 0  m en s tan d in g  in front of a tipi.
“T h a t  was the  end  o f  a to u rn a m e n t .  We were 
able to  get some of the  throwers w ho  h a d n ' t  left 
ye t  to  com e over and pose for the  p ic tu re ,” Old 
H o rn  reminisces. “I was very fo r tuna te  to  be in 
c o m p e ti t io n  with those  m en because they  are all 
s trong  th row ers .”
W h a t  he d o esn ’t m e n tio n  is th a t  on  the  same 
day he was also h igh-point m an , scoring the  
m o s t  po in ts  in the  to u rn a m e n t ,  he lp ing  his
¥.
Jack  Old Horn prepares to throw a  special arrow that he  crafted. Each arrow is m ade according to exacting s tandards p a ssed  d o w n  through generations. One s tandard  requires arrows 
be m ade from the w ood o f a  chokecherry tree harvested  a t a  specific time.
M o n ta n a ’s
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Ja ck  Old Horn J inds time in his busy  life fo r  a  quiet moment. He m akes time to craft n ew  arrows according to exacting specifications, an  elem ent he  sa y s  is important to 
him  and  to the continuation o f  this traditional competition.
Blacklodge D istric t te am  take hom e ano the r  
title.
Teams for the to u rnam en ts  can be made up 
several wavs, depend ing  on who hosts the  to u r ­
nam ent.  Some are set by reservation district, 
some are com petit ions between clans. T he  Crow 
Nation is one of  the few tribes th a t  still m ain­
ta ins  a clan system. M em bersh ip  in the seven 
clans passes down from the  m o th e r  to  her chil­
dren. Old H orn  belongs to  the  W his t l ing  W ater 
clan. T here  are also seven districts on the  reser­
vation  th a t  divide people by area. Old H orn 
lives in D unm ore , in the  Blacklodge District. 
D istricts may challenge o th e r  districts and clans 
•  m ay challenge o th e r  clans.
Rarely does Old H orn  tell o f  his accom plish­
m ents  a lthough he is one  of  the  tr ibe ’s most 
accomplished arrow throwers. Instead he speaks 
o f  his fortunes, how lucky he has been to  play 
against o thers  he respects, and how blessed he 
has been to  have the advice of  his brothers and 
family.
“ I have been very fortunate . My reputation  as 
an arrow throw er was accomplished through the  
help of  m any  clan m others, fa thers and rela­
tives,” he says.
Crow custom s provide m any ways in which 
people can acquire relatives. Through adop tion  
ceremonies, clan practices and o ther  means, one 
can find h im self w ith  more paren ts ,  brothers  and 
sisters and children th an  biologically possible. 
O ld H orn  has several sets o f  parents , more 
b ro thers  than  he can count and children that, 
a lthough no t related by blood, his children c o n ­
sider to  be brothers  and sisters.
Back a t his house, still sipping his coffee, Old 
H orn  waits for his brother, Barney Old Covote. 
Old H orn  isn’t comfortable ta lking about arrow 
th row ing  w ithout the  knowledge of this man. 
Old C oyote and Old I lorn are brothers  even 
though  Barney, at 74, could be his fa ther and in 
m any  wavs acts like one. They speak to  each 
o th e r  in Crow, an act com m on on the  reserva­
t ion  and  a reason the language is still strong. 
M ost people on the  reservation learn Crow as
u -----------------------------------------------------------------
People don’t make wishes for  
you for things you don’t want. 
They say, 7  wish for so-and-so 
to he a great arrow thrower; if 
he wants to ... i f  he wants to 
attain this, I give good wishes 
fo r  him to do so’ ... You want to 
do the best, try to fulfill that. 
When you do that, your fam ily  
is behind you. You aren’t only 
representing your family. You 
represent their wishes for you.
Barney Old Coyote 
arrow  throw er
the ir  first language.
“T h e  language is implicit in every th ing  we 
do ,” Old H orn  says. “Everything we do is 
enhanced , enlarged by the  language and we are 
m ade to  develop concepts  and ethics and scru­
ples from th a t  same language. Crows believe tha t  
First M aker gave us breath. We should be careful 
o f  ou r  words, because they define how we con ­
duct ourselves."
Old C oyo te ’s m edium  build, sm ooth  skin and 
soft eyes belie the  wealth of  his experiences and 
accomplishments. Like Old H orn , Old Coyote 
also s tarted  throwing arrows as a  young boy.
“Just like any kid, I w an ted  to  have grown up 
arrows,” he says. “1 got one when 1 was abou t 6.
It d id n ’t have a t ip  so we cou ld n ’t get h u r t .”
Old C oyote  says he had only one arrow so he 
and his friends w ould  take tu rns  throw ing it 
again and again. H e began to  com pete  bu t his 
competitive years were cu t  short by World War 
II, when he became one of the  first Crows to  
enlist. H e and his b ro ther  H ank  flew on 
bombers, serving 50 missions together. Both 
were highly decorated.
“M y m other  used to  say th a t  if we were in old 
times, Barney would be a chief,” Old H orn  says.
After the  war Old H orn  earned a college 
degree and became the first Indian to  be assis­
tant to  the  Secretary  o f  Interior. He con tinues  a 
life immersed in politics and academia. His 
accom plishm ents and encouragem ent are a dri­
ving force for Old H orn  to  perpe tua te  his cul­
ture. Old H orn  a t tr ibu tes  his success and good 
fortune to  his family’s cultural ties.
“I ’m one o f  the  for tuna te  persons to  have 
been born  in to  a good family," he explains. 
“Because of  B arney’s m any  good deeds, I am for­
tu na te  to  know him. I came from people who 
chose no t preserve ou r  culture  but to  perpe tua te  
it. W h en  m aking decisions for mvself, for my 
family, I always seek advisers, people who mav 
see things I d o n ’t . ”
At 17, Jona than  Old H orn  follows closely in 
his fa th e r’s footsteps as an arrow thrower.
“I d id n ’t go to  Jona than  and  say I w an t you  to
C i r c le s  o fu l t u r e
be as good as your father,” Old C oyote  says. “ I w an t  him to be good at 
w hat he  chooses to  do .”
Jona than , a jun ior at St. Labre Mission School in Ashland, s tarted  
throwing at 7, had his first set o f  arrows at 9 and has been com peting 
for almost five years. W h en  not arrow throwing, he plays basketball, 
runs cross country, d rum s, sings and com petes  as a grass dancer at pow­
wows. His build  and  dem eanor resemble his fa th e r’s and, also like his 
father, he is re luc tan t to  speak of his accom plishm ents.
He listens carefully as his father speaks. T hey  exchange words in Crow 
when try ing  to  recall details o f  arrow throwing stories or  scores. He is 
respectful o f  his fa thers  and  his culture. As his fa ther begins to  tell of 
Jo n a th an ’s accom plishm ents, the  teenager sinks into the couch and tu rns  
his eyes to  the  TV.
“I th in k  w e ’re fo r tuna te  th a t  Jona than  has been blessed with these 
qualit ies ,” Old H orn  says, looking proudly  a t  his son. “Some people are 
partic ipan ts ,  o thers  have aspirations like him. H e has friends wherever 
he goes, he respects his family and  culture."
T here  is a time in the  to u rn am en t  w hen  a player is allowed to  speak
of his deeds. W h en  each team  earns ha lf  the  po in ts  needed to  w in , a 
m an from th a t  team  is called on to  speak of  his deeds. O n ly  one is cho ­
sen. Old H orn  and Old C oyote  have m any  tim es been th a t  man chosen. 
Old C oyo te  speaks often  of  “wishes” m ade for and by him for o th e r  peo ­
ple. T hese  wishes give the  people the  encouragem en t to  be the  best.
“People d o n ’t make wishes for you for th ings you d o n ’t w an t ,” he 
explains. “They  say, ‘1 wish for so-and-so to  be a great arrow thrower, if 
he w an ts  to  ... If he w an ts  to  a t ta in  this, I give good wishes for him to 
do  so .’”
Old C oyote  says tha t  w hen  people make wishes for you, “you w an t to  
do  the  best, t ry  to  fulfill tha t.  W h e n  you  do  tha t ,  your  family is beh ind  
you. You a ren ’t only represen ting  y o u r  family. You represent the ir  wishes 
for y o u .”
O ldC oyo te  and the Old H o rn s  believe the ir  accom plishm ents  as arrow  
throw ers  came because they  respect the  wishes of  the ir  elders.
“T he  greatest gift M aker ever gave to  the  people was the  ability  to 
make wishes,” Old C oyote  says.
Accuracy is the object o f  the gam e. Participants throw anyw here  fro m  3 0  to more than 70 yards, trying to pierce their opponents ' target arrow.
Jona than  Old 
Horn p la y s  b a s­
ketball a n d  runs 
track fo r  his high 
school team s. 
However, he  also  
participates in the  
traditional arrow  
throwing game, 
a s  his fa th e r  
does.
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Taking cautious steps, m em bers o f  a  cultural leadership c lass scan  the earth fo r  n ew  plants.
Feeling their way
Salish-ICootenai College students are learning their native language and 
culture through a leadership class that teaches by seeing and doing
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T h e y  k e e p  t h e i r  ey e s  o n  t h e  g r o u n d ,  t r y ­in g  n o t  to  s t e p  o n  cow  p ie s  a n d  l i t t l e  g re e n  c lu m p s  o f  b i t t e r r o o t  t h a t  have  
n o t  y e t  b lo o m e d .  S t o p p i n g  a t  th e  c re s t  o f  a 
h i l l ,  t h e y  t u r n  to  face  t h e  g o ld e n  s lo p e s  o f  
C a m a s  P r a i r i e .  C a t t l e  s t r o l l  a c ro ss  t h e  ro c k y  
g r o u n d  t o  a w a t e r h o l e  2 0  y a r d s  away.
M y r n a  D u M o n t i e r  b r u s h e s  h e r  b la c k  
b a n g s  fro m  h e r  e y e s  a n d  z ip s  h e r  h o o d e d  
s w e a t s h i r t .  S h e  b e n d s  o v e r  to  p ic k  o n e  of  
t h e  b r ig h t  g r e e n  p l a n t s  w i th  t h e  la n k y  
le a v e s .  S h e  e x a m in e s  i t s  r o o t s .  T h e y ’re n o t  
r e a d y  y e t ,  sh e  d e c id e s ,  as  sh e  d e l i c a t e ly  lays 
i t  b a c k  o n  th e  e a r th .
T h e s e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  S a l ish  c u l tu r a l  
l e a d e r s h i p  c la s s  w ill  r e t u r n  to  t h e  w e s te r n  
e d g e  o f  t h e  F l a th e a d  I n d i a n  R e s e r v a t io n  
w h e n  th e  b i t t e r r o o t  c a r e t a k e r  says  i t ’s t im e .  
Ju s t  b e fo re  t h e  f lo w e r  b lo o m s ,  a n d  t h e  r o o t s  
a re  s o f t  a n d  e a s y  t o  p e e l ,  t h e y ’ll r e t u r n  w i th  
“ p e t z a s , ” d ig g in g  to o l s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  m a d e  
f ro m  a n im a l  b o n e s ,  a n d  h a r v e s t  th e  p l a n t s  
fo r  t h e  a n n u a l  f e a s t .
B u t  f i r s t  t h e y ’ll p ray . T h e y ’ll t h a n k  G od  
f o r  c r e a t i n g  t h e  b i t t e r r o o t ,  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r ­
t a n t  p l a n t  to  t h e  S a l ish  I n d i a n s ,  a n d  
M o n t a n a ’s s t a t e  flow er. A n d  t h e y ’ll t h a n k  
th e  b i t t e r r o o t  fo r  c o m in g .
“ W e t a l k  to  t h e  b i t t e r r o o t  as a l iv in g  p e r ­
s o n , ” say s  J o h n n y  A r le e ,  5 6 - y e a r - o ld  t e a c h e r  
o f  t h e  c la ss .  “ T h e  l e a d e r  will t a l k  t o  i t  as a 
h u m a n ,  w e lc o m e  it ,  a sk  fo r  i t  to  c o m e  b a c k  
n e x t  year.  T h a n k  it  fo r  all th e  o t h e r  b e r r i e s  
t h a t  h a v e  c o m e  to  h e lp  c e l e b r a t e . ”
D e e p  in s id e  t h e  b i t t e r r o o t  is a sm a l l  red  
sp e c k ,  i t s  h e a r t .  T h e y  say  i f  y o u  d ig  th e  
p l a n t  b e fo re  t h e  c a r e t a k e r ’s b le s s in g ,  y o u r  
g a r d e n  will f re e z e .  I f  y o u  w a i t ,  y o u ’ll h a v e  a 
p l e n t i f u l  c ro p  fo r  y e a r s  t o  c o m e .
A l th o u g h  m a n y  I n d ia n s  t o d a y  a r e n ’t su ch  
s t i c k le r s  a b o u t  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  b le s s in g  o f  
b i t t e r r o o t ,  A r lee  a n d  h is  s t u d e n t s  m a k e  su re  
t o  w e lc o m e  th e  p la n t s .
“D o n ’t s t e p  on  o u r  v i s i t o r s , ” A rlee  c a u ­
t io n s .
A r lee  t e a c h e s  a c u l tu r a l  l e a d e r s h i p  c la ss  to  
S a l i s h - K o o te n a i  C o lleg e  s t u d e n t s  in  t h e  h o p e  
t h a t  s o m e d a y  t h e y  w ill  b e c o m e  th e  c u l tu r a l  
l e a d e r s  t h e  F l a th e a d  R e s e r v a t io n ,  a p la c e  
w h e re  60  p e r c e n t  o f  th e  i n h a b i t a n t s  are  
w h i te .  T h e  y e a r - lo n g  c la ss  a im s  a t  t e a c h in g
la n g u a g e ,  as  w ell  as n a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n s .
A rlee  k n e e l s  o n  t h e  g r o u n d  to  e x a m in e  a 
p la n t  w i th  t h i c k e r  le av es  t h a n  th e  o th e r s .  
T u c k in g  h is  s i l v e r - s t r e a k e d  b la c k  b r a id s  i n to  
h is  w in d b r e a k e r ,  he  w h is p e r s  to  th e  b i t t e r ­
ro o t ,  p e t t i n g  i t s  b r ig h t  g re e n  s ta lk s .
“T h is  u s e d  to  be  a d r e a m  o f  m in e ,  to  go 
o u t  a n d  g r e e t  a ll  t h e  n e w  g i f t s , ” he  says .
“ I t ’s t h r o u g h  t h i s  c la s s  t h a t  I c a n .  All t h e s e  
fo o d s  a n d  p l a n t s  a re  f ree  g i f t s  f ro m  th e  s p i r ­
i ts .  T h a t ’s h o w  I feel a b o u t  i t . ”
As lo n g  as he  l iv e s ,  A r lee  say s ,  h e  will 
r e t u r n  to  t h e  p r a i r i e  e a c h  y e a r  in s e a rc h  o f  
b i t t e r r o o t .  H e w il l  w e lc o m e  th e  p l a n t s ,  th e  
b e r r ie s  a n d  t h e  b i rd s .  A n d  w h e n  h e  is g o n e ,  
h is  s t u d e n t s  will c o m e .  H e  d r e a m s  t h e y  will 
be  s p e a k in g  S a l i s h ,  t h a t  t h e y  will k n o w  th e  
w o rd s  to  g re e t  t h e  n e w  v i s i to r s .
“A lo n g  t im e  ag o ,  t h e  c h ie f s  h a d  th e  s a y ,” 
he  says .  “ W h e n  t h e r e  w as  a d e a t h ,  t h e y  sa id  
w h o  w o u ld  be  t h e  g rav e  d ig g e r s ,  w h o  w as  to  
s t a y  by  th e m  a n d  pray. T h e r e  w ere  p e o p le  to  
a p p o i n t  th e s e  t h in g s .  W e ’re ju s t  k in d  o f  
fe e l in g  o u r  w ay  a r o u n d  to d a y .  W e d o n ’t h av e  
a n y  rea l  l e a d e r s  now , ju s t  t e a c h e r s . ”
A rlee ,  w h o  is c o n s id e r e d  a m e d ic in e  m a n
Right: Johnny  
Arlee p a u se s  
briejly while  
giving a lesson  
in Salish  lan­
guage a t a s tu ­
d en t's  home 
near St. 
Ignatius.
Bottom: M yrna  
Dumontier 
exam ines the  
roots o f  a  bitter­
root p lan t she  
has ju s t  dug. It 
is not yet 
mature, so  the  
class will 
return later in 
the spring to 
harvest the  
plant.
bv m a n y  m e m b e r s  o f  his t r i b e ,  is o n e  o f  th e  
few o f  b is  g e n e r a t i o n  d e v o t i n g  h is  life  to  
p a s s in g  o n  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f  th e  S a l ish  I n d ia n s .  
H e  say s  h e  d o e s n ’t w a n t  th e  l ives o f  his 
c h i ld r e n  a n d  g r a n d c h i l d r e n  t o  be as e m p t y  
as h is  o n c e  w as.
A l th o u g h  he  g re w  u p  s p e a k in g  S a l ish  w i th  
h is  g r a n d f a t h e r ,  A rlee  say s  he  t u r n e d  a w a y  
from  h is  n a t i v e  t o n g u e  a n d  c u l tu r a l  h e r i t a g e  
in h is  y o u t h .  H e  savs  he  w as  p a r t  o f  th e  
g e n e r a t i o n  t h a t  d i d n ’t w a n t  to  be I n d ia n .
H e le f t  M o n t a n a  in  1 9 5 8  t o  jo in  th e  U .S .  
Army. H e  c u t  h is  ha ir ,  s t a r t e d  d r i n k i n g  a n d  
n e v e r  s p o k e  a w o rd  o f  S a l ish .  T h o s e  w ere  
y ea rs  o f  “c r a z i n e s s , ” he savs.
H e c r e d i t s  t h r e e  1 3 -y e a r -o ld  g ir ls  fo r  t u r n ­
ing  h is  l ife  a r o u n d  a lm o s t  2 0  y e a r s  ago . A nd 
s in ce  t h e n ,  he  h a s  p r o m is e d  n o t  t o  l e t  t h e m  
d o w n .  H e  w a n t s  h is  s t u d e n t s  to  be  p r o u d  of 
t h e i r  h e r i t a g e ,  n o t  s l ip  t h r o u g h  th e  c r a c k s  as 
he  d id .
“ I u s e d  to  be  a t e r r i b l e  p e r s o n ,  a s t e r e o ­
ty p ic a l ,  a w fu l ,  d r u n k e n  I n d i a n , ” h e  say s .  “ I t  
w as t h e  k id s  t h a t  t u r n e d  me a r o u n d .  I le t  
m y h a i r  g ro w  a n d  I q u i t  d r i n k i n g . ”
A rlee  say s  he  will n e v e r  fo rg e t  t h e  d a y  
w h e n  M y r n a  D u m o n t i e r ,  n o w  a s t u d e n t - i n  
his c u l t u r e  c la s s ,  k n o c k e d  o n  h is  d o o r  n e a r ly  
tw o  d e c a d e s  ago . D u m o n t i e r  a n d  h e r  tw o  
bes t  f r i e n d s  t h o u g h t  A r lee  m ig h t  h e lp  th e m  
a f t e r  t h e y  saw  h im  s in g in g  a n d  d a n c i n g  in 
h is  p a r t  as  a F l a th e a d  b ra v e  in  “J e re m ia h  
J o h n s o n , "  a R o b e r t  R e d fo rd  m ov ie  m a d e  in 
1 9 7 1 .  T h e y  t h o u g h t  he  c o u ld  t e a c h  th e m  all 
th e y  w a n t e d  t o  k n o w  a b o u t  c u l t u r e ,  n o t  
r e a l i z in g  h e ’d i g n o r e d  i t  fo r  m o re  t h a n  a 
d e c a d e .  T h e  t h r e e  g ir ls  l e f t  A rlee  H ig h  
S ch o o l  o n e  s u n n y  s p r in g  d a y  a n d  w a lk e d  
do w n  t h e  d u s t y  ro a d  w h e re  A rlee  l ives  w i th  
h is  w ife ,  J o a n .  T h e y  sa id  t h e y  w e r e n ’t l e a r n ­
ing  e n o u g h  a b o u t  t h e i r  c u l t u r e  a t  s c h o o l  a n d  
th e y  w a n t e d  to  l e a r n  m o re .  W o u ld  he  h e lp ?
H e d id .  At f i r s t ,  D u m o n t i e r  a c k n o w le d g e s ,  
i t  w as  a w k w a rd .  A r lee  w as  l e a r n in g  as he
t a u g h t .  B u t  t o g e t h e r  t h e y  s u c c e e d e d .  W h a t  
s t a r t e d  as o c c a s io n a l  c u l t u r a l  d i s c u s s io n s  
w i th  t r i b a l  e ld e r s  h a s  n o w  b lo s s o m e d  in t o  a 
c u l t u r a l  l e a d e r s h ip  c o u r s e  A r lee  h o p e s  will 
c o n t i n u e  lo n g  a f t e r  h e ’s g o n e .  H e  o w e s  th e  
m e a n i n g  o f  h is  life , h e  say s ,  t o  D u m o n t i e r  
a n d  h e r  f r ie n d s .
D u m o n t i e r  w as  ra i s e d  in  A rlee  bv  h e r  
g r e a t - g r a n d m o t h e r ,  w h o  s p o k e  l i t t l e  E n g l ish .  
S h e  t a u g h t  h e r  to  d a n c e  a n d  s in g ,  t o  r id e  
h o r s e s  a n d  to  s p e a k  S a l i s h .  B u t  i t  w a s n ’t 
e n o u g h .
“ W h e n  I g o t  o f f  t h e  b u s  to  go  to  s c h o o l ,  I 
b e c a m e  a w h i t e  p e r s o n , ” s h e  say s .  “ W h e n  I 
g o t  h o m e  a g a in ,  I w as  I n d i a n .  T h e r e  w as 
n o t h i n g  in s c h o o l  to  s u p p o r t  I n d i a n  c h i l ­
d r e n . ”
D u m o n t i e r  k n e w  h e r  g r e a t - g r a n d m o t h e r  
w o u l d n ’t  be  a r o u n d  fo rev e r ,  n o r  w o u ld  a n y  
o f  th e  e ld e r s .  T h e  d a y  sh e  u n d e r s t o o d  h e r  
c u l t u r e  w a s  d v in g  sh e  w as  a t  t h e  a n n u a l  
F o u r th  o f  Ju ly  Powwow.
“ I s to o d  b a c k  o n e  t im e  ju s t  w a t c h i n g  th e m  
d a n c e , ” sh e  savs .  “ I r e a l i z e d  s o m e  w h o  h a d
b e e n  t h e r e  b e fo re  w e re  g o n e .  I t h o u g h t ,  w h o  
is g o in g  t o  d o  t h i s  a f t e r  t h e y ’re g o n e ?
W h a t ’s g o in g  to  c o m e  o f  us as  a p e o p l e ? ” 
D u m o n t i e r  w a n t e d  to  f in d  a w a y  t o  b r in g  
c u l t u r e  b a c k  t o  t h e  s c h o o l s ,  a n d  k e e p  it 
t h e r e .  W i th  A r l e e ’s h e lp ,  she  d id .
T h e  y o u n g  w o m e n  o r g a n i z e d  a d r u m  g r o u p  
a n d  p r a c t i c e d  in  an  a b a n d o n e d  O l e ’s gas  s t a ­
t i o n .  O n  b r i s k  fa ll  e v e n in g s ,  t h e y  m e t  in  th e  
c e m e n t  b u i l d i n g  a n d  m a d e  a f ire  in  t h e  f i r e ­
p la c e .  D u r i n g  th e  f i r s t  few  w e e k s ,  t h e  o r a n g e  
g lo w  o f  th e  f la m e s  a n d  t h e i r  s in g in g  v o ic e s  
a t t r a c t e d  c u r i o u s  p o l ic e  o f f ic e r s .  E v e n tu a l ly ,  
th e  c i t i z e n s  o f  t h e  sm a l l  to w n  o f  A r le e  
e x p e c t e d  t h e m  to  be  t h e r e .
T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s u m m e r ,  t h e y  t r a v e l e d  
a c ro s s  M o n t a n a  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in  p o w w o w s .
In  t h e  b e g in n in g ,  t r i b a l  e ld e r s  w e re  so 
s h o c k e d  to  see  a d r u m  g r o u p  w i th  n o  m e n ,  
t h e y  w o u l d n ' t  d a n c e .  P e o p le  ju s t  s t a r e d ,  
D u m o n t i e r  say s .  T r a d i t io n a l ly ,  o n ly  m en  
w e re  a l lo w e d  to  d r u m  a n d  th e  w o m e n  s t o o d  
b e h in d  th e m .
B u t e v e n t u a l l y  t h e  e ld e r s  c a m e  a r o u n d .
S h e  sav s  t h e y  r e a l i z e d  th e  y o u n g  w o m e n  
w e re  d o in g  t h e i r  b e s t  t o  r e t u r n  c u l t u r e  to  
t h e i r  g e n e r a t i o n ,  ev en  if  it  w a s n ’t  e x a c t ly  as 
it w as  b e fo re .  S o o n  t h e  t r i b a l  l e a d e r s  b e g a n  
a t t e n d i n g  c la s s e s  w i th  t h e  s t u d e n t s  in 
A r l e e ’s g a ra g e .  T h e y  to ld  s to r i e s ,  h e lp e d  t a n  
h id e s  a n d  m a k e  d r u m s .  T h e  m e e t i n g s  
e v o lv e d  in t o  A r lee  H ig h  S c h o o l ’s I n d ia n  
C lu b ,  t h e  f i r s t  s t u d e n t  g r o u p  t o  s u p p o r t  
I n d i a n  c u l t u r e  in A rlee .
“ I r e a l ly  c r e d i t  t h o s e  g i r l s  fo r  b r i n g i n g  t h e  
c u l t u r e  b a c k ,"  A rlee  say s .  “N o  o n e  w a s  a s k ­
in g  th e  e ld e r s  fo r  h e lp  o r  a d v ic e .  T h e i r  o w n  
c h i l d r e n  d i d n ' t  c a r e . ”
D u m o n t i e r  w a n t s  to  fo l lo w  in A r l e e ’s 
f o o t s t e p s .  A n d  t h r o u g h  h is  l e a d e r s h i p  
c o u r s e ,  s h e ’s w ell  o n  h e r  way.
A r l e e ’s s t u d e n t s  s p e n t  t h e  fall v i s i t i n g  th e  
o ld  S a l i s h  h u n t i n g  g r o u n d s ,  c a m p s i t e s  on  
th e  r e s e r v a t i o n  a n d  s t u d v i n g  t h e  u se s  o f  a n i ­
m al p a r t s .  T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  w in te r ,  t h e y  s t u d ­
ied s p i r i t u a l  c e r e m o n ie s ,  c e r e m o n ie s  so p e r ­
s o n a l  t o  t h e  t r i b e  t h a t  A r le e  t e a c h e s  his
u
W,e depended on prayer all the time to 
remember what's important, that we’re still 
alive and learning eveiy day.
Johnny Arlee 
teacher
 y y
M o n t a n a ’s  o n
i
Felicite McDonald 
g a ze s  a t the fo rested  
hills surrounding 
C am as Prairie 
w here the class 
hopes to f in d  bitter­
root and  cam as  
plants. McDonald is 
an  elder w ho travels 
with the cultural 
leadership c lass to 
help the s tuden ts  
understand  Salish  
language and  
culture.
s t u d e n t s ,  w h o  a re  all t r i b a l  m e m b e r s ,  n o t  to  
d i s c u s s  th e m  w i th  n o n - t r i b a l  m e m b e r s .  N o r  
will A rlee  ta lk  a b o u t  t h e  t r i b e ’s s a c re d  s i te s .  
W h e n  n o n - S a l i s h  p e o p le  k n o w  a b o u t  t h e m ,  
he  says ,  t h e y  a re  n o  lo n g e r  s a c re d .  L as t  s u m ­
mer, t h e  c la ss  t r a v e le d  a c ro s s  t h e  r e s e r v a ­
t io n ,  a n d  as  fa r  as  D i l l o n ,  S e e le y  Lake ,
I d a h o  a n d  W a s h i n g t o n ,  to  v i s i t  t h e  s a c re d  
s i te s  o f  t h e  S a l i s h ,  l e a r n i n g  th e  w o rd s  to  
d e s c r ib e  th e m  as  t h e y  w e n t .
A rlee  h o p e s  h is  f l e d g l in g  c la ss  w ill  p ro v e  
t h e  b e s t  a p p r o a c h  t o  t e a c h i n g  S a l i s h  l a n ­
g u a g e .  S a l i s h - K o o t e n a i  C o l le g e  h a s  o f f e r e d  
la n g u a g e  c o u r s e s  fo r  m o re  t h a n  a d e c a d e  a n d  
it  has  y e t  to  t u r n  o u t  o n e  f lu e n t  s p e a k e r ,  he 
savs .  U n le s s  p e o p le  g ro w  u p  s p e a k in g  S a l i s h ,  
a l a n g u a g e  t h a t  d i d n ’t e x is t  in w r i t t e n  fo rm  
u n t i l  a few y e a r s  ago ,  it  t a k e s  y e a r s  o f  d e d i ­
c a t i o n  to  b e  f lu e n t .
“ I t ’s so d i f f i c u l t  fo r  o ld e r  p e o p le  t o  le a rn  
t h e  l a n g u a g e , ” A rlee  say s .  “ L i t t l e  k id s  c a n  be 
f l u e n t  in  t h r e e  m o n t h s ’ t im e .  T h o s e  l i t t l e  
k id s  a re  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  ju s t  m a d e  me c r y .”
T h e  s t u d e n t s  in  A r l e e ’s c la s s  c o m e  fro m  
d i f f e r e n t  b a c k g r o u n d s  a n d  s p a n  m a n y  ages ,  
b u t  o n e  t h i n g  is th e  s a m e .  T h e y  a ll  w a n t  to  
be  t h e  n e x t  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  l e a d e r s .  T h e y  w a n t  
to  s h a re  all t h e y  h a v e  l e a r n e d  f ro m  t h e i r  
e ld e r s  w i th  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  If  t h e y  d o n ’t, 
t h e y  fear , n o  o n e  w il l .  T h e y ’re d r iv e n  by 
t h a t  fear ,  an  e m p t y  fe e l in g  t e l l i n g  th e m  th e i r  
c u l t u r e  is s lo w lv  d y in g .
G reg  D u m o n t i e r ,  M v r n a ’s h u s b a n d ,  sa id  
he  has  n e v e r  fe lt  w h o le ,  u n t i l  now. H e  says  
t h a t  w h e n  I n d ia n  s t u d e n t s  h i t  h ig h  s c h o o l ,  
t h e y  b e g in  to  feel lo s t ,  ju s t  as  he  d id .  I t ’s a t  
t h i s  c ru c ia l  p o i n t  in  t h e i r  l ives  t h a t  t h e y  
n e e d  l e a d e r s  to  g u id e  t h e m .  B u t t h e  le a d e r s  
a re  f a d in g .  E ld e rs  a re  d y in g ,  a n d  n o t  m a n y  
a re  s t e p p i n g  u p  to  ta k e  t h e i r  p la c e .
G re g  D u m o n t i e r  is o n e  o f  th e  few m a k in g  
t h a t  c o m m i t m e n t .  H e  le f t  h is  1 5 -y e a r  c a r e e r  
in  t r i b a l  g o v e r n m e n t  to  go b a c k  t o  s c h o o l  
a n d  b e c o m e  a c u l t u r a l  le a d e r .  H e  fe lt  he  w as 
l iv in g  a lie , he  says.  H e  w as  d i s h e a r t e n e d  
w i th  h is  c o l le a g u e s  a n d  w i t h  t h e  m a n  he was 
b e c o m in g .
G o v e r n m e n t  le a d e r s  s p e n d  to o  m u c h  t im e  
t a l k i n g  a b o u t  h o w  to  preser-ve I n d i a n  c u l t u r e  
a n d  n e v e r  ta k e  a c t i o n ,  he  says .  O n e  d a y  he 
d e c id e d  to  le a v e  h is  jo b  as  h e a d  o f  th e  t r ib a l  
h e a l t h  d e p a r t m e n t ,  d e t e r m i n e d  to  d e d i c a t e  
as  m a n y  y e a r s  as it w o u ld  ta k e  to  be f l u e n t  
in h is  n a t i v e  t o n g u e .  H e  c o m p a r e s  h is  c o m ­
m i t m e n t  to  e a r n i n g  a co l leg e  d e g re e .  You 
h a v e  to  m a k e  th e  sa m e  s a c r i f ic e s ,  he  says .
C h a r l i e  Q u e q u e s a h ,  o n e  o f  f o u r  s t u d e n t s  
in  t h e  c la ss  u n d e r  age 2 5 ,  e n r o l l e d  fo r  s i m i ­
la r  r e a s o n s .  H e ’s w o r r i e d  a b o u t  h is  c u l t u r e ,  
e s p e c ia l ly  th e  la n g u a g e .  H e  r e m e m b e r s  th e  
s to r i e s  h is  f a t h e r  t o l d  h im  a b o u t  g o in g  to  
s c h o o l  a n d  b e in g  fo rced  t o  c u t  h is  h a i r  a n d  
s p e a k  E n g l i s h .  H e  say s  w h i t e  p e o p le  have  
s t r i p p e d  aw av  th e  S a l ish  c u l t u r e ,  b u t  h e ’s
n o t  g iv in g  u p .  H e w a n t s  t o  b e c o m e  a S a l ish  
l in g u is t  a n d  s p e n d  h is  l ife  t e a c h i n g  o th e r s .
“ W e d o n ’t h a v e  t o o  m a n y  s p e a k e r s  l e f t , ” 
he says .  “ I t h i n k  i t ’s u p  to  th e  y o u n g  p e o p le  
to  p a s s  it  on  b e c a u s e  we c a n ’t e v e r  lose  i t . ”
Q u e q u e s a h  w as  th e  e l e m e n t a r y  s t u d e n t  
p r im in g  h is  e ld e r s  fo r  i n f o r m a t i o n  i n s t e a d  o f  
p la y in g  w i th  t h e  o t h e r s .  H e  has  a b o n d  w i th  
t h e m ,  h e  say s ,  a n d  i t  sh o w s  in  h is  i n t e r a c ­
t io n s  w i th  th e  e ld e r s  w h o  c o m e  t o  t h e  c u l ­
tu r a l  c lass .
T r iba l  e ld e r  F e l ic i te  M c D o n a ld  p a t s  h e r  
w h i te  c u r ly  h a i r  as sh e  s e a rc h e s  fo r  t h e  r ig h t  
w o rd .  B o u n c in g  b a c k  a n d  fo r th  b e tw e e n  
S a l ish  a n d  E n g l i s h ,  sh e  c o n v e r s e s  w i th  A rlee  
fo r  n e a r ly  10 m i n u t e s  d u r i n g  a c la ss  a t  th e  
D u m o n t i e r  h o m e .  T h e  s t u d e n t s  w a tc h  c u r i ­
ously ,  r e p e a t i n g  h e r  w o rd s  in w h i s p e r s ,  t r y ­
ing  to  g u ess  w h a t  s h e ’s sa y in g .  F rom  th e  
b ro k e n  b i t s  o f  i n t e r m ix e d  E n g l ish ,  t h e y  h av e  
an  id e a ,  b u t  w h e n  A rlee  s to p s  a n d  ask s  
Q u e q u e s a h  w h a t  she  s a id ,  he  c a n ’t an sw er .  
M c D o n a ld  m o u t h s  t h e  a n s w e r  in S a l ish  to  
Q u e q u e s a h ,  h e r  f a v o r i te  p u p i l ,  f ro m  a c ro s s  
th e  t a b le .  H e sa y s  i t  c o r r e c t ly ,  b u t  h is  c l a s s ­
m a te s  la u g h .  T h e y  saw  h e r  g ive h im  th e  
answ er.
A rlee  g e ts  t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n ,  p o i n t i n g  to  t h e  
in k  d ra w in g s  o f  t h e  d ee r ,  e lk ,  r a b b i t  a n d  
b e a v e r  on  th e  w a l l .  T h e  S a l ish  n a m e s  o f  t h e  
a n im a ls  a re  p r i n t e d  in  n e a t  b lo c k  l e t t e r i n g  
b e lo w  t h e i r  p ic tu r e s :  p u w e '  ( d e e r ) ,  n c ' i c a n
M yrna Dumontier. 
one o f th e  s ix  leader­
ship  s tu d en ts  ske tch ­
e s  p lan ts in her 
notebook during the  
Jirst hour o f  c lass  
time. A spring 
snow storm  forced the 
class a w a y  from  their 
scheduled  outing an d  
into her house near 
St. Ignatius.
2 4  C u l  tu r e
Johnny  Arlee peers through the tangled branches o f  a  tree while searching fo r  select p lan ts  to photograph.
a ---------------------------------
I  used to be a terrible person, 
a stereotypical, awful, drunken 
Indian. It was the kids that 
turned me around. I let my 
hair grow and I quit drinking.
Johnny Arlee 
teacher
Arlee. Q uequesah an d  Pete w a lk  across the barren landscape toward rancher S id  Cross, w ho  has  
spotted  the fir s t bitterroot plants.
(w o lf ) ,  sq lew  (b e a v e r ) .  I t ’s e a s ie r  to  r e m e m ­
b e r  th e  w o rd s  if  y o u  can  v i s u a l i z e  t h e m ,
A rlee  says.
T h e  g r o u p  e n jo y s  t h e  d a y s  t h e y  s p e n d  
in s id e  b e in g  q u i z z e d  by  A r le e ,  b u t  m o re  
t h a n  a n y t h i n g ,  t h e y  love  th e  o u t in g s ,  e s p e ­
c ia l ly  M c D o n a l d .  S h e  can  s t i l l  s p o t  a lo n e  
v e l lo w  be ll  in an  o p e n  f ie ld  10 fee t  f ro m  th e  
ro ad .
“Q a w x e ,” say s  s t u d e n t  T a c h in i  P e te .  T h e y  
s t a n d  a r o u n d  th e  p e t i t e  y e l lo w  f low er ,  e a c h  
t a k i n g  a t u r n  a t  i t s  p r o n u n c i a t i o n .  A r lee  a n d  
M c D o n a ld  r e p e a t  i t s  n a m e ,  e n c o u r a g in g  th e  
s t u d e n t s  to  m a k e  th e  d e e p  s o u n d  in th e  
b a c k  o f  t h e i r  t h r o a t s .
“ 1 d o n ’t  t h i n k  y o u  g u y s  have  b e e n  p r a c t i c ­
i n g , ” A rlee  t e a s e s .  “ T h a t ’s w h a t  y o u  s h o u ld  
h a v e  b e e n  d o in g  o v e r  y o u r  s p r in g  b r e a k . ” 
T h e y  p ile  b a c k  in t o  t h e  c o l le g e 's  
S u b u r b a n  a n d  h e a d  f a r t h e r  u p  th e  m o u n t a i n  
o n  th e  m u d d y  r o a d .  T h e y ’re in th e  m id d le  o f  
n o w h e r e ,  n e a r ly  tw o  h o u r s  f ro m  P ab lo .  I t ’s 
o n e  o f  th e  o n ly  p la c e s  w h e re  t h e y  c a n  s t i l l  
p ick  b i t t e r r o o t ,  a p l a n t  t h a t ,  d e s p i t e  i ts  b i t ­
t e r  t a s t e ,  w as  o n c e  t h e i r  p r i m a r y  fo o d .
“ If y o u  w e re  t o  se t  u p  a b ig  f e a s t ,  t h a t  
w o u ld  h av e  b e e n  th e  f i r s t  fo o d  to  o f f e r  y o u r  
g u e s t , ” A r lee  say s .  “ It h a s  a lw a y s  b een  
i m p o r t a n t  t o  o u r  p e o p l e . ”
An i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  o f  th e  c la ss  is l e a r n in g  
w h e re  t o  f in d  c u l t u r a l  p l a n t s  l ike  b i t t e r r o o t ,
c a m a s ,  w i ld  c a r r o t s  a n d  p o t a t o e s ,  a fe a t  t h a t  
is b e c o m in g  h a r d e r  a n d  h a rd e r .  C a m a s  
P ra i r i e  is n o w  o n e  o f  t h e  o n ly  p la c e s  A rlee  
k n o w s  h e  can  f in d  th e m .
M c D o n a ld  say s  I n d i a n s  o n c e  ro a m e d  all 
o v e r  th e  ro l l in g  f ie ld s  o f  t h e  p r a i r i e ,  a p la c e  
n o w  m a r r e d  w i t h  c r u m b l i n g  g ra y  h o m e s te a d  
c a b i n s ,  an  o c c a s io n a l  r a n c h  h o u s e  a n d  f ie ld s  
o f  c a t t l e .  I t ’s n e a r ly  a ll  p r i v a t e  p ro p e r ty ,  
w h ic h  m a k e s  it d i f f i c u l t  t o  h a r v e s t  b i t t e r ­
ro o t .
F o r tu n a te ly ,  A r lee  k n o w s  S id  C ro s s ,  o w n e r  
o f  se v e ra l  a c re s  on  th e  w e s t e r n  ed g e  o f  th e  
F l a th e a d  R e s e r v a t io n .  H is  l a n d  is a b u n d a n t  
w i th  t h e  p la n t .
“All I a sk  is t h a t  y o u  c lo se  t h e  g a te  so th e  
cow s  d o n ’t ge t o u t , ” say s  C r o s s ,  w h o s e  
a n c e s t o r s  h o m e s t e a d e d  t h i s  f a rm  a t  t h e  t u r n  
o f  t h e  c e n tu ry .
But A rlee  k n o w s  C ro s s  w o n ’t be  a r o u n d  
fo re v e r  to  le t  I n d i a n s  o n  h is  l a n d .  In  f a c t ,  it 
w as  o n ly  a few y e a r s  ago  t h a t  h e  d i d n ’t 
a l lo w  a n y o n e  o n  h is  p r o p e r ty .  H e  s a id  t h e y  
p ic k e d  t o o  m u c h ,  a n d  e v e r  s in c e  h e ’s o p e n e d  
u p  o n ly  a sm a l l  p o r t i o n  o f  h i s  l a n d  t o  v i s i ­
to r s .  A f te r  so m e  h a r v e s t e r s  m a d e  w h a t  he 
c a l ls  “d e r o g a t o r y  r e m a r k s ” t o  t h e  M is s o u l i a n  
n e w s p a p e r ,  h e ’s t h r e a t e n e d  n o t  to  le t  t h e m  
c o m e  b a c k  if it  h a p p e n s  a g a in .
“ W e ’ve a lw a y s  g o t  a lo n g ,  b u t  t h e r e ’s 
a lw a y s  p e o p le  w h o  m a k e  r e m a r k s  t h a t  a r e n ' t
a c c e p t a b l e  t o  a w h i te  m a n  o r  an  I n d i a n , ” 
C ro s s  say s .  “ We h av e  ju s t  as m u c h  r i g h t  to  
be  h e re  as  t h e y  d o ,  a n d  t h e y  h a v e  ju s t  as 
m u c h  r ig h t  t o  be  h e re  as we d o . ”
A r lee  h a s  a s k e d  th e  t r i b a l  g o v e r n m e n t  s e v ­
e ra l  t im e s  t o  p u r c h a s e  la n d  in  C a m a s  
P ra i r i e ,  b u t  h e  say s  n o t h i n g  has  h a p p e n e d .
“ I ’ve  b e e n  t e l l i n g  t h e  t r i b a l  c o u n c i l ,  we 
n e e d  t o  ge t  t h a t  l a n d , "  he  say s .  “ T h e y  ju s t  
fo rg e t  a b o u t  i t .  T h a t ’s t h e  w ay  i t  h a p p e n s  
w i th  a lo t  o f  o u r  c u l t u r e  th in g s .  I t  g e t s  p u t  
on  t h e  b a c k  b u r n e r  u n t i l  i t ’s l o s t . ”
H e  t h i n k s  t h e  la n d  w ill  be  a v a i l a b l e  fo r  a t  
l e a s t  a n o t h e r  g e n e r a t i o n ,  a n d  a f t e r  t h a t ,  all 
t h e y  can  d o  is h o p e .  W i t h o u t  a c c e s s  to  b i t ­
t e r r o o t ,  c a m a s ,  w i ld  v e g e t a b l e s  a n d  f lo w e rs ,  
F l a t h e a d  c e r e m o n ie s  w ill  lo se  t h e i r  m e a n in g .  
A nd  s o m e ,  l ik e  t h e  a n n u a l  b i t t e r r o o t  f e a s t ,  
w o u ld  v a n i s h  e n t i r e ly .
W h e n  h e  is g o n e ,  h e  t r u s t s  t h e  n e x t  g e n ­
e r a t i o n  o f  l e a d e r s ,  h is  s t u d e n t s ,  w ill  c o n t i n ­
ue  t o  p e r p e t u a t e  t h e i r  c u l t u r e  by  s e e k in g  
n a t i v e  p l a n t s .  Ju s t  l ik e  in  h is  d r e a m ,  t h e y  
will r e t u r n  t o  C a m a s  P ra i r i e  to  p r a y  t o  th e  
b i t t e r r o o t ,  a n d  t h e y  w ill  p r a v  in  S a l i s h .
“ W e d e p e n d e d  on  p r a y e r  a ll  t h e  t i m e  t o  
r e m e m b e r  w h a t ’s i m p o r t a n t ,  t h a t  w e ’re  s t i l l  
a l iv e  a n d  l e a r n i n g  e v e r y  d a y , ” A r le e  s a y s .  
“ T h a t ’s w h a t  we t e a c h  in  o u r  c l a s s ,  t h a t  w e 
s t i l l  m u s t  p r a y  t o  r e m e m b e r .  W e  s t i l l  m u s t  
r e s p e c t  t h i s  l i fe  a n d  l e a r n  t o  p a s s  it  o n . ”
M ontanans
In d ian s
Keeper o f t
Herbarium curator Joanne Bigcrane finds, nurtures and protects 
the native plants of the Salish and Kootenai Indians
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While Bigcrane sp en d s much o f  th e  colder m onths indoors, her real office is the outdoors where sh e  s tu d ies  and  gathers plants native to the area.
I n a crowded room full  of h e rb  sel le rs ,  J o a n n e  B igc rane  s t a n d s  out  l ike a yel low bell  am ong  weeds .  W e a r in g  h e r  beaded  d r e a m  ca tc h e r  e a r r i n g s  and  b lue j e a n s ,  h e r  a t t i r e  is u n l ik e  the  p l a n t  h a r v e s t e r s ’ long, f lowered s k i r t s  and  B i rkens tocks .  A p a n e l i s t  a t  t h e  G r e a t  N o r t h e r n  
B o tan ica l s  A s s o c i a t i o n ’s a n n u a l  m ee t ing ,  B igcrane  l i s t e n s  p a t i e n t ly  to th e  a l t e r n a t i v e  b u s i n e s s  
people s h a r i n g  m a r k e t i n g  t ips  an d  favor i te  h a r v e s t i n g  s i tes .  T hey’ve se t  up  d i sp lays  in th e  
h a l lw a y s  of t h e  Vocat ional  A g r i c u l tu re  Bui ld ing  in Kal ispel l ,  showing off p ro d u c t s  t h a t  r a n g e  
from n a t u r o p a t h i c  medic ines  l ike ech in ach ae  to h e rb a l  pe t  c l eanse rs .  T h e y ’re he r e  to d iscover  
t h e  b e s t  p laces  to f ind med ic ina l  p l a n t s  and  how to h a r v e s t  th em  responsibly.
C i r c le s  o f  u l t u r e
Bigcrane fights to secure 
the future o f Salish- 
Kootenai cultural plants. 
She seeks them, nurtures 
them and shields them  
from an outside world 
eager to exploit them.
Bigcrane d isp lays sam ples o j  p lan ts sh e  h a s collected fo r  the herbarium.
W h e n  i t ’s h e r  t u r n  to  t a l k ,  B i g c r a n e  t a k e s  a d e e p  b r e a t h ,  fo lds  
h e r  h a n d s  in  h e r  l a p  a n d  g e n t ly  s c o ld s  t h e  t h e  s e l l e r s .
“P e o p le  h a v e  b e e n  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  c h e m ic a l s ,  p e o p le  h a v e  b een  
t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t , ” s h e  s a y s ,  b u t  r e m i n d s  t h e m  t h a t  
h e r b  g a t h e r i n g ,  c a l l e d  w i ld c r a f t i n g ,  a l s o  a f fe c ts  t h e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  of  
h e r  p e o p le .  “T h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  n e e d s  to  com e  t h a t  t h i s  is  n o t  o n ly  h a v  
in g  a n  i m p a c t  on  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  b u t  on  t r i b e s  c u l t u r a l l y  a n d  
s o c ia l ly ,” s h e  s a y s .
S h e  t e l l s  t h e m  s h e  is  fed  u p  w i th  n o n - t r i b a l  m e m b e r s  w ho  ca l l  
a n d  a s k  h e r  w h e r e  to  f in d  b i t t e r r o o t ,  c a m a s ,  b u t t e r c u p s  a n d  l a d y ’s 
s l i p p e r s .  T h e  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  n o d  in  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  b u t  d ro p  t h e i r  
h e a d s  in  s h a m e  w h e n  sh e  s a y s  s h e  r e m e m b e r s  t u r n i n g  do w n  so m e  of 
t h e i r  ow n  r e q u e s t s .
B ig c r a n e  is t h e  k e e p e r  o f  t h e  s e c r e t s  o f  t h e  C o n f e d e r a t e d  S a l i s h -  
K o o te n a i  T r ib e s ,  t h e  p r o t e c t o r  o f  t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  l iv e l ih o o d .
S h e  f i g h t s  to  s e c u r e  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  t h e  t r i b e s ’ c u l t u r a l  p l a n t s .  S h e  
s e e k s  t h e  p l a n t s ,  n u r t u r e s  t h e m  a n d  s h i e ld s  t h e m  fro m  a n  o u t s id e  
w o r ld  e a g e r  to  e x p lo i t  th e m .
B ig c r a n e ,  t h e  F l a t h e a d  I n d i a n  R e s e r v a t i o n ’s h e r b a r i u m  c u r a to r ,  
d o e s n ’t  h a v e  a  d e g r e e  in  b io logy. S h e ’s n o t  a  s c i e n t i s t .  S h e ’s a S a l i s h  
w o m a n  w h o s e  p a r e n t s  t a u g h t  h e r  h ow  to  lo c a te  a n d  u s e  n a t iv e  
p l a n t s ,  a n d  t h a t ’s a l l  i t  t a k e s  to  do h e r  jo b ,  s h e  s a y s .
“T h e  p o s i t io n  I p la y  is  l ik e  a  p l a n t  p ro te c to r .  A lo t  o f  n a t i v e s  w e re  
th e  f i r s t  e c o lo g is t s ,  in  a w a y ,” s h e  s a y s .
Y e a rs  ag o ,  I n d i a n s  u s e d  th e  n a t i v e  p l a n t s  fo r  m e d ic in e s ,  food, 
to o ls  a n d  c lo th e s .  C u l t i v a t i n g  t h e m  w a s  a  w a y  o f  l i fe ,  a p a t t e r n  t h a t  
b e c a m e  a  m a i n s t a y  o f  t h e i r  c u l t u r e .
“E v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  t h e y  n e e d e d  w a s  b a s e d  on t h e i r  e n v i r o n m e n t , ” 
B ig c r a n e  s a y s .  “P l a n t s  h a d  a  b ig  p a r t  o f  w h a t  o u r  c u l t u r e  i s ,  a n d  
t h e  i d e n t i t y  o f  o u r  p e o p le .”
I t ’s a b o n d  b e tw e e n  h u m a n i t y  a n d  n a t u r e  t h a t  n o n - I n d i a n s  m a y  
n e v e r  u n d e r s t a n d ,  s h e  s a y s .
“I t ’s k in d  of  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  n a t i v e  t h i n g s  a n d  n o n - n a t i v e  
t h i n g s .  T h e r e ’s a d e e p e r  s ig n i f i c a n c e  t h a t  I n d i a n s  f e e l . ”
O u t  o f  a l l  t h e  n a t i v e  p l a n t s ,  b i t t e r r o o t  m e a n s  t h e  m o s t  to  h e r .
W h e n  s h e  s p o t s  i t  e a c h  s p r i n g ,  s h e  is  r e m i n d e d  of  
a S a l i s h  s t o r y  s h e  h e a r d  f ro m  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r .
O n e  s p r i n g  lo n g  ago  f a m in e  h i t  t h e  t r i b e .
C a m a s  ro o t s  a n d  b e r r i e s  w e r e  s c a r c e ,  a n d  a n i ­
m a l s  m o v e d  e l s e w h e r e .
A g e n e r o u s  o ld  w o m a n  s h a r e d  w h a t  l i t t l e  food 
s h e  h a d  w i th  t h e  c h i ld r e n  a n d  t h e  m e n  w h o  h u n t ­
ed . B u t  s h e  k n e w  t h a t  w i t h o u t  m o re  food , t h e  
t r i b e  w o u ld  n e v e r  m a k e  i t  t h r o u g h  t h e  w in t e r .
S h e  w a lk e d  a lo n e  to  t h e  e d g e  of  t h e  L i t t l e  
B i t t e r r o o t  R iv e r  n e a r  H o t  S p r i n g s ,  a n d  k n e l t  on 
th e  b a n k  to  p r a y  to  t h e  C r e a to r .  H e r  b la c k  h a i r  
b r u s h e d  t h e  g r o u n d  a s  s h e  b e g a n  to  cry.
A s in g le  t e a r  d r i p p e d  f ro m  h e r  face  a n d  
s p l a s h e d  o n to  t h e  e a r t h .  A b i t t e r r o o t  p l a n t  g r e w  
b e fo re  h e r  e y e s  in  t h e  m o is t  d i r t .
C i r c l i n g  a b o v e ,  a b i r d  to ld  t h e  o ld  w o m a n  to 
boil t h e  r o o t s  o f  t h e  n e w  p l a n t  a n d  fe e d  t h e m  to 
h e r  t r i b e .  M o re  w o u ld  g ro w  n e a r b y ,  e n o u g h  to  l a s t  
th e  S a l i s h  p e o p le  t h r o u g h  t h e  w in t e r .  T h e y  w o u ld  
n e v e r  s t a r v e  a g a i n ,  t h e  b i r d  s a id .
“T h a t  s t o r y  g iv e s  m e  t h e  core  f o u n d a t i o n  of  
w h y  m y p e o p le  a r e  w h a t  w e a r e , ” B ig c r a n e  s a y s .
B u t  to d a y ,  n a t i v e  p l a n t s  l ik e  t h e  b i t t e r r o o t  a r e  
in  d a n g e r .  T h e  b ig g e s t  t h r e a t s  a r e  t h e  m i l l io n s  of 
w i l d c r a f t e r s  t r y i n g  to  s t u f f  t h e m  in j a r s  a n d  se l l  
t h e m  a s  m e d ic in e .
B i g c r a n e  h a s  s e e n  a c r e s  of  b e a r  g r a s s  c h o p p e d  
o ff  b e lo w  th e  f lo w e r  by  t r e s p a s s e r s  j u s t  lo o k in g  to  
m a k e  a  q u ic k  b u c k .  S h e ’s s e e n  f i e ld s  o f  l a d y  s l i p ­
p e r s  t r a m p l e d  by h i k e r s ,  a n d  m i l e s  o f  b lu e  
c a m a s  r ip p e d  from  t h e  e a r t h ,  r o o t s  a n d  a l l .
“W e’re  b e g i n n i n g  to  b e l ie v e  w e ’r e  n o t  t h e  s a v ­
a g e s , ” s h e  s a y s .  “We h a v e  t e r r i b l e  t r e s p a s s i n g  p r o b le m s .  We c a l l  
t h e m  t h e  r a p e r s  a n d  t h e  p i l l a g e r s . ”
S h e  d e s p i s e s  “M e d ic in e  M a n , ” a m o v ie  a b o u t  a d o c to r  c r u i s i n g  
B r a z i l i a n  r a i n  f o r e s t s  i n  s e a r c h  o f  a  c u re .  In  f a c t ,  s h e  h a t e s  t h e  
w h o le  m e d ic in e  i n d u s t r y .  I t  d i s g u s t s  h e r  to  s e e  t h e  f a n c y  
r e s e a r c h e r s  s e n d i n g  f i e ld  b io lo g i s t s  to  t r i b e s  fo r  a n s w e r s .  T h e y  d ro p  
in ,  g a t h e r  t h e  b a r e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  f a c t s ,  a n d  l e a v e  f o r e v e r  w i t h o u t  o n e  
w o rd  o f  g r a t i t u d e  o r  a  b i t  o f  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .
“S o m e  a r e  lo o k in g  fo r  m o n ey ,  so m e  a r e  lo o k in g  fo r  f a m e , ” s h e  
s a y s .  “I n  t h e  l a s t  few  y e a r s  e v e r y o n e  w a n t s  to  b e c o m e  a  m e d ic in e  
m a n .  T h e r e ’s m o re  to  i t  t h a n  k n o w in g  a  p l a n t .  T r ib e s  h a v e  a  w h o le  
s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  g o es  w i t h  i t ,  c e r t a i n  p r a y e r s ,  s o n g s ,  r i t u a l s . ”
R e s e a r c h e r s  o f t e n  s t e a l  w h a t e v e r  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h e y  c a n  g a t h e r  
f ro m  t h e  t r i b e s ,  a n d  n e v e r  g iv e  t h e m  t h e  c r e d i t  n o r  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  
t h e  n e w  m e d ic in e s ,  s h e  s a y s .  I t  m a k e s  h e r  l e e r y  o f  g i v in g  o u t  i n f o r ­
m a t io n .  P a r t  o f  h e r  jo b  a s  t h e  p l a n t  p r o t e c t o r  is  k e e p i n g  c e r e m o n ie s  
r e l a t e d  to  t h e  p l a n t s  a  s e c r e t .
“A lo t  o f  t r i b e s  a r e  g e t t i n g  v e r y  p r o t e c t i v e  o f  t h e i r  p l a n t  
r e s e a r c h , ” s h e  s a y s .  “T h e y  w e r e  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  s p e n t  y e a r s  d e v e lo p ­
in g  a n d  l e a r n i n g ,  a n d  t h e n  s o m e  p r e m i u m  c o m p a n y  j u s t  c o m e s  in  
a n d  t a k e s  i t  over .  A n d  i t  n e v e r  b e n e f i t s  t h e  p e o p le  t h e y  to o k  i t  
f r o m .”
S h e  co u ld  t e l l  y o u  w h e r e  to  f in d  a n y  c u l t u r a l  p l a n t ,  b u t  t h a t  d o e s ­
n ’t  m e a n  s h e  w il l .  O n ly  w h e n  s h e  k n o w s  t h e  c a l l e r  is  a t r i b a l  m e m ­
b e r  a n d  t h e  p l a n t s  w il l  b e  u s e d  fo r  a c e r e m o n y  o r  a  n a t i v e  food w il l  
s h e  t e l l  h e r  s e c r e t s .
B ig c r a n e  k e e p s  a  d r i e d  s p e c im e n  o f  e a c h  p l a n t  in  a h e r b a r i u m  
c a b i n e t  j u s t  o u t s i d e  h e r  off ice  door.  As l o n g . a s  t h e y  d o n ’t  g e t  w e t ,  o r  
b u g s  d o n ’t g e t  i n s id e  t h e  c a b i n e t ,  t h e  s a m p l e s  s t u c k  to  t h e  a c id - f r e e  
p a p e r  w i th  a c id - f r e e  g lu e  w i l l  l a s t  h u n d r e d s  o f  y e a r s .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  
h u n d r e d s  o f  y e a r s  f ro m  now , t h e  s p e c i m e n s  in  B i g c r a n e ’s c a b i n e t  
c o u ld  be  t h e  o n ly  p r o o f  s o m e  o f  t h o s e  p l a n t s  e x i s t e d .
‘‘I ’m w o r r i e d  a b o u t  t h e m , ” s h e  s a y s .  “W i t h o u t  t h e m ,  p a r t  o f  m e ,  
p a r t  o f  m y  p e o p le  w o u ld  b e  m i s s i n g . ”
M o n ta n a ’s
In d ian s
A lone tree s ta n d s  am id the so ftly  contoured, w indsw ep t p la ins ju s t  north o f  the highw ay  
that runs along the edge o f  Fort Peck.
CC---------------------------------------------------------------------
I  guess I want my kids to get a good education and I 
want them to have on opportunity in the world. I'm 
not going to limit them to something on the reserva­
tion. I  just don't see much of a future for them here.
Mary T h o m p s o n ,  
m other of tw o  mixed-heritage children
